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RUPTURES 


OURS IS A NEWLY DIALECTICAL AGE, the much-touted teleological resolution 
of the “end of history” having collapsed like the myth that it always 
was into fragmentation, division, and dynamic oppositions, new 
struggles erupting over old questions. For too long, however, dialectics 
has not served to denote such moments of combative division that 
give its name, but instead the opposite: a harmonious closure often 
announced but rarely experienced. For this, Hegel bears as much 
responsibility as anyone: driven by a profound anxiety toward rupture 
and “intense longing” for unity, Hegel’s dialectical vision would 
enable conservative resolutions even as it opened radical possibilities. 1 

It is perhaps little surprise, then, that the most famous recent 
attempt to recruit Hegel for the task of declaring history over—Francis 
Fukuyama’s The End of History—took much the same form as Hegel’s 
own preemptive dialectical closure nearly two centuries prior, albeit 
in a more transparently conservative way. Blind to the internal 
tensions of globalizing capital, Fukuyama even more than Hegel fell 
back on a faith in the impossible: the resolution of the utterly 
contradictory, the reconciliation of humanity with its opposite, 
through the same vehicle: civil society.2 Today, more than two 
decades after the banner of civil society was hoisted to topple the 
Soviet Union and usher in a temporarily unipolar neoliberal world, 
that banner now dangles in tatters, its internal tensions bared and its 
complicities with power ever more apparent—the vehicle of choice for 
removing intransigent regimes from Yugoslavia to Haiti, Ukraine, and 
Venezuela.3 

By contrast, new struggles are emerging, new ruptures throwing 
forth new and renewed identities that deepen contradictions and press 
toward different possible futures. I do not refer to what for years was 
offered to disprove liberal optimism—namely, the resurgence of 


political Islam—although this too is a clear enough indication that 
history has yet to reach its terminus. I refer instead primarily to those 
struggles that have surged forth in opposition to the neoliberal 
onslaught and which pose the possibility of a postneoliberal world: the 
Latin American “pink tide” (especially in its darker red variants), a 
veritable global wave of riots and rebellions returning like the 
repressed to the heart of the Old World (Paris, London), and more 
recently the broad upsurge comprising the Arab Spring, the Spanish 
indignados, and the Occupy Movement. New identities, new struggles, 
and new forms of sociability, the novelty of each never expressed in 
absolute terms, but instead as an occasionally painful process of 
strategic and tactical refinement whose defeats and reversals are as 
pronounced as its victories and advances. 

Not surprisingly, this newly combative moment has_ been 
accompanied by and intertwined as both cause and effect with a 
rebirth of dialectical thought. Whether in recent attempts to rethink 
the Hegelian legacy, to renovate the Marxist and communist tradition, 
or to mobilize against the current political and economic crises 
racking the globe, the question of dialectics—the dynamic movement 
of conflictive oppositions—is once again firmly on the table.4 In this 
process, the dialectical questions par excellence—what to preserve 
and what to discard, how to move forward without reproducing the 
errors of the past—are re-posed with heightened urgency. But in the 
context of struggles that are powerfully global, at the intersection of 
the inverse but complicit dynamics of outsourcing and exodus- 
migration, white supremacist containment and suburban rebellion, we 
cannot escape the historically fraught relationship between dialectics 
and decolonization, one long characterized by mutual suspicion. 

On the one hand, while Hegel and especially Karl Marx have long 
served as go-to sources for struggles emerging from the global 
periphery, these same authors have been viewed with skepticism due 
to their shared Eurocentrism and the linear, progressive, determinist, 
and teleological elements of their approaches. As a result, most 
postcolonial theory has “eluded engagement with ... the reworking of 
dialectical thinking.”5 Viewed from the opposite direction, however, 
this postcolonial suspicion is not without reason, since despite the 
undeniable resources that Hegel and Marx furnished for later 
decolonial thought, many contemporary neodialecticians have done 
little to alleviate the concerns of their would-be decolonial allies. 
Reacting to poststructuralist and postcolonial critiques of the 
universal, thinkers from Slavoj ZiZek to Alain Badiou have effectively 
bent the stick in the opposite direction, occasionally to a troubling 
degree. Where Badiou has assailed an “ethics of difference” that is 
complicit with capitalist multiculturalism, his alternative is the 


unalloyed universalism of a “generic humanity” that is fundamentally 
“indifferent to differences.”6 Zizek, with a characteristic zeal for the 
provocative, has gone even further in urging the Left to openly 
embrace Eurocentrism.7 But as a boomerang effect of the 
poststructural politics of difference, much is missed in this precipitous 
return swing toward the universal. 


Troubling Unity 


Despite the palpable divisions increasingly embraced in theory and 
incarnated in practice, political logics of the present remain curiously 
trained on unity. In a maneuver that Michel Foucault describes as 
recentering and even recolonization, unitary logics stalk political 
oppositions, seeking to deactivate unruly movements in the name of 
power and sovereignty. Political leaders from Right to Left, 
Republicans and Democrats alike, maneuver and jockey less over 
substantive differences than over who can claim the mantle of 
speaking for everyone and whose unity is therefore preferable. Thus 
we unify against our enemies under Barack Obama as we did under 
George W. Bush, with the sole proviso that Afghanistan is a “good 
war” while Iraq was a “bad war,” a merely qualitative metric for 
determining who “our” absolute enemy is. 

So too in domestic affairs, where the question is not “what price 
unity?” but instead, “who is the us that is unified?” Obama’s famous 
2008 “race speech” was accordingly titled “A More Perfect Union,” 
but four years later his cynical pretensions shone through when he 
admitted that “the nature of this office is also to tell a story that gives 
them a sense of unity and purpose and optimism.” Here Hegelian 
themes are clearly on display: totality (we are unified), teleology (we 
have a purpose), and the promise of progress (we are optimistic). The 
inescapability of this logic of unity was clear as day just two months 
later when Mitt Romney violated this cardinal rule in a leaked video, 
scornfully dismissing the laziness of the 47 percent. Having 
accidentally proven his unsuitability for “the nature of this office,” 
Romney paid the price for speaking the inverted truth of a class 
warfare he rejected in public. 

The differences between the two candidates would prove more 
rhetorical than substantive as a result: Obama’s watered-down 
immigration reform is a drop in the bucket compared with record 
deportations; in terms of human rights abuses abroad, one unnamed 
government official spoke of “no change at all ... an almost seamless 
transition from Bush to Obama”;s Obama’s much-touted Affordable 
Care Act has left the private insurance sector firmly in the driver’s 
seat; and the long-promised integration of Black Americans into this 


unified nation has been little more than window dressing. Rather than 
the crowning resolution of struggles past, Obama’s election has 
instead represented, as Glen Ford presciently predicted, “the antithesis 
of Black Power”—a dialectical identity if ever there was one—its 
deactivation and incorporation into the status quo ante.9 

If we had any reason to doubt this diagnosis in an age of mass 
incarceration and resurgent white fascism, then the names turned 
hashtags Oscar Grant, Trayvon Martin, Renisha McBride, Tamir Rice, 
CeCe McDonald, Sandra Bland, and Mike Brown—among thousands of 
others—serve as a_ painful reminder. The nation remains 
fundamentally unchanged, albeit adorned with fewer Confederate 
flags. But even the most cynical campaign rhetoric and even the 
emptiest promises can produce social blowback: if theorists of 
revolutionary change have long emphasized how rising and frustrated 
expectations can spark social upheaval, we find this confirmed in the 
militant resistance that broke out at the dawn of the age of Obama 
and has only escalated in the falling dusk of his promised hope and 
change, in those local names turned national symbols: Ferguson and 
Baltimore. And lest we dismiss the unitary rhetoric of sovereignty as 
simply a ruse, reducing it to the disingenuousness of political power, 
such logics permeate far more deeply, cutting into and across 
oppositional movements and discourses themselves, disarming 
movements from within and preparing them for reincorporation into 
the governing apparatus. 

Here, the Occupy Movement provides a dire warning. While 
Occupy gained initial traction as a clarion call for social equality by 
re-posing class conflict in the now-famous ratio of the wealthiest 1 
percent against the remaining 99 percent, swirling immediately in and 
around the occupied camps was the sharp interrogation of this ratio, 
not from advocates of unity, but from those posing division in 
different terms. Those criticizing the slogan of the 99 percent from a 
class perspective rightly worried that this ratio displaced hostility 
from capitalist exploiters to the recently popularized category of the 
“super-rich,” usually associated with high finance. Inversely, others 
argued that there was little practical use for a category in which one 
could still earn over $300,000 annually and technically be a member 
of the “99 percent”: in this view, demonizing the super-rich simply 
acquitted the just plain rich of their exploitative role. Others shunned 
a strictly economic approach entirely, insisting that the fault lines 
racking U.S. society have more to do with anti-Black racism, 
colonization (whose relation to calls to “occupy” is tense at best), or 
gender. Ultimately, the most militant of occupations—in Oakland, 
California—divided into two wings known as “Occupy Oakland” and 
“Decolonize Oakland,” although the question of whether this 


particular division of one into two was a dialectical one, remains 
open.10 

Those who defended the idea of the 99 percent, and especially 
those who enforced it in practice in the Occupy encampments, 
testified to both the lure of unity and its dangers. For many, the 
strength of the slogan of the 99 percent was its inclusivity, the laudable 
aspiration to gather rather than disperse our forces. But by 
asymptotically approaching the inclusion of everyone, we run the risk 
of sliding into far more treacherous territory, moving from rupture, 
division, and opposition toward the aspirational recasting of a near- 
total unity. If anything, this is the most ideological gesture of all, one 
that seeks to reconcile rupture with its opposite, taking refuge in the 
comforting idea that we are all in this together rather than engaging 
in risky solidarity against. While dangerous in its own right, this slide 
toward unitary logic also enacted-while-concealing concrete exclusions 
as well: critics were tarred as “divisive,” as a mortal threat to the 
unity of the 99 percent, and this label was reserved especially for 
those who sought to establish people of color or women’s caucuses 
within the camps. 

In banishing difference, this homogeneous universalism jealously 
reproduced the unity it had once claimed to oppose, and demands for 
internal unity proved complicit with the even more dangerous 
openness that some camps demonstrated toward the power structure 
itself: welcoming local mayors and police into the warm embrace of 
the 99 percent all the while silencing internal dissidents. In many 
places, Occupy thereby became a safe space for those already safe, 
refusing to even exclude white supremacists, anti-immigrant activists, 
and Ron Paul supporters, while embattled radicals drifted away. It 
was only a matter of time before Occupy candidates began to make 
electoral bids, and large sectors of the movement were reincorporated 
into the same power structure it had sought to oppose. As I write this, 
moreover, it is clear that such threats were not limited to Occupy: 
observe the ease with which political opportunists and foundation 
funders are currently working to recolonize the oppositional energy of 
the Black Lives Matter movement by exploiting the political naiveté of 
some of its leaders—we can only hope that the explosiveness of 
Ferguson and Baltimore will not be bought off so cheaply. 

Beyond revealing the seductions of unity, such dynamics point 
toward the contested nature of the identities in question and tenacious 
debates about the relationship between race, class, nation, and 
gender.11 How to negotiate these dynamics, these microdialectics that 
cut into and across oppositional movements themselves, while always 
keeping a wary eye toward that dangerous lure that Cristina Beltran 
calls “the trouble with unity”?12 Whether in the theoretical chasm 


between ZizZek’s universalism and postcolonial theory or the on-the- 
ground clash between “Decolonize” and “Occupy,” I argue that much 
is neglected in between. It is this vast and generative space—one 
constituted by the unavoidable judgment of where and when to draw 
hard lines, divide unities, and press oppositions—that I hope to probe 
in this book, with the following questions in mind. 

First, against those postcolonial thinkers who discard dialectics out 
of hand, is it possible to subject the dialectical tradition to its own 
decolonizing Aufhebung, transcending its limitations by preserving 
what is useful and shedding what is not? Second, and inversely, is 
there a dialectical understanding capable of accommodating the 
continuing project of decolonization, and the questions of race and 
nation that this process inevitably confronts, or is the historical 
baggage of dialectical thought simply too heavy to be worth the 
trouble? My response to both lies in the affirmative: just as any 
attempt to systematically grasp the conflicts and identities that 
structure our world requires that we rupture the boundaries of 
European thought, we cannot grasp the parameters of decolonization 
as a profound and ongoing process without recourse to some modified 
understanding of that dynamic and combative motion that many give 
the name “dialectics.” 


Decolonizing Dialectics 


In this book, I approach the task of decolonizing dialectics by 
excavating a largely subterranean current of thought, what I call a 
counterdiscourse, that I argue constitutes a radicalization of the 
dialectical tradition while also opening outward toward its 
decolonization. This is a dialectical counterdiscourse that, by 
foregrounding rupture and shunning the lure of unity, makes its home 
in the center of the dialectic and revels in the spirit of combat, the 
indeterminacies of political identities slamming against one another, 
transforming themselves and their worlds unpredictably in the 
process. This is a dialectical counterdiscourse that, by grasping the 
momentary hardening of group identities, grants weight to a separatist 
moment in dialectics—at the expense of premature reconciliation—but 
does so without succumbing to a hermetically essentialist separatism, 
be it of class, race, nation, or otherwise. Identities are forged in 
struggle, and there too are they reforged. This is a dialectical 
counterdiscourse that, as a result, tosses off many of the shackles of a 
conservative dialectical tradition that traffics under the phrase, only 
dubiously attributable to Hegel: “the real is rational.”13 In confronting 
the antidialectical immobility of false universals that portray the 
present as complete, the thinkers considered here resist all teleology, 


determinism, linearity, refuse all comforting promises of inherent 
progress, and defer all premature declarations that history has indeed 
reached its conclusion. Their horizon remains a horizon. 14 

I begin with the turn-of-the-century French syndicalist Georges 
Sorel to distill the basic contours of a radicalized dialectic of European 
class struggle. Confronting the false promise of social unity that had 
deactivated the class struggle, Sorel concluded that working-class 
conditions (class-in-itself) were no guarantee of an oppositional 
working-class identity (class-for-itself) and that the latter must be 
actively constructed and subjectively projected in an openly 
combative struggle. In part through Sorel’s peculiar attentiveness to 
the importance of ideology—and thereby the centrality of class 
identity—he is able to glimpse at a surprisingly early moment the 
contours of a broad Marxist dialectics of history stripped of all 
determinism and teleology, in which the identitarian intervention of 
the working class serves as the fundamental but not invincible motor 
force. Despite, or better put, as a result of his intransigent class- 
centrism—one that foregrounds ideology, identity, and active 
intervention—Sorel’s immanent critique of European Marxism 
provides not the origin of decolonized dialectics, but a radically 
combative baseline that is open to subsequent decolonization 

I then turn to the Martinican-born and French-trained psychiatrist 
turned Algerian revolutionary Frantz Fanon, who serves as a bridge 
between Europe and the colonies and thereby from a European to a 
more openly decolonial dialectics. Not unaware of Sorel’s work, Fanon 
nevertheless took an ostensibly different approach, engaging race 
(rather than class) in the European context and doing so through a 
critical engagement with the Hegelian master-slave dialectic (rather 
than the Marxist dialectic of class struggle). Surface differences 
conceal substantive similarities, however: where Sorel saw a dialectic 
frozen by the ideology of unity, Fanon saw one short-circuited by 
white supremacy, in which the basis for reciprocity—which Hegel 
took for granted—did not yet exist. Like Sorel, he advocated 
subjective, identitarian struggle to jumpstart dialectical motion, but by 
injecting subontological racial difference into Hegel’s formulation, he 
also crucially “decolonized” the master-slave dialectic itself. After 
shifting to the revolutionary Algerian context, Fanon confronted a 
similar context, albeit one characterized not by frozen unity, but by 
the congealed opposition that he famously diagnosed as Manichaean. 
In response, he would project this radicalized dialectic onto the global 
scale, posing a broad opposition between the decolonial nation as a 
complex, shifting, and dialectical entity and those (neo)colonial forces 
intent on freezing its motion both from within and from without. 

Finally, I turn to the exiled Argentine philosopher of liberation 


Enrique Dussel Ambrosini, who poses what would appear to be a 
direct challenge to both the coherence of this counterdiscourse and to 
the possibility of a decolonized dialectics more generally. Influenced 
by Emmanuel Levinas’s ethics of alterity, Dussel is sharply critical of 
dialectics and instead embraces what he calls an analectics rooted in 
the embrace of the Other as exteriority. However, as I show, Dussel’s 
break with dialectics is far from complete, and rather than refuting a 
decolonized dialectics, his insistence on incorporating the category of 
exteriority into a dialectics of national and popular identity provides 
an essential ingredient for my own project that—through a sort of 
productive parallax—is visible in Fanon’s work as well. 

It is this dynamic fusion of internal oppositions and decolonial 
appeal to excluded exteriorities that, I then argue, we see playing out 
in the combative dialectics and multiple subdialectics swirling around 
and coalescing in Venezuela’s “Bolivarian Revolution.” In the last 
chapter, I test the traction of this decolonized dialectical approach 
through a reading of the dynamic movement of “the people” (el 
pueblo) in a moment still shaped by the combative specter of the late 
president Hugo Chavez. While some Eurocentric critics dismiss 
popular identity as inherently unitary and homogenizing, I show how 
its contextual function in Venezuela—and much of Latin America— 
tends instead to be combative and divisive. The dynamic movement of 
the Venezuelan people in recent years has done more than simply 
draw together different sectors in struggle; it has marked for many the 
overcoming of ontological exclusions discernible only through a 
decolonized dialectical lens, their entrance into being itself. 

A word on terminology and categories: the thinkers that I draw 
together here write in markedly different registers. Thus Sorel, a more 
unabashedly political and practical thinker, speaks scornfully of unity 
and “social harmony.” Fanon, who oscillates between political and 
ontological registers, takes aim instead at false universals, whether at 
the foundation of Hegel’s own system or in the politics of formal 
emancipation. In Dussel, finally, the philosophical register takes center 
stage with his frontal critique of “totality,” which he nevertheless 
translates into the categories of colonization and exclusion. To smooth 
such terminological disjunctions, I use the language of the authors 
themselves, while anchoring the discussion conceptually to Martin 
Jay’s typology of the category of totality: specifically, the distinction 
between descriptive and normative totalities, as well as the more 
powerful conceptions of expressive totality (history as the unified 
expression of a single principle) and longitudinal totality (a temporal 
unity in which that singular history moves progressively forward).15 


Why Dialectics? 


Each of the thinkers considered here is a sharp critic of the dialectical 
tradition in its different manifestations. Sorel goes so far as to 
denounce dialectics as illusory, Fanon aims his sharpest theoretical 
barbs at Hegel’s dialectic of recognition, and Dussel turns to 
exteriority against what he reads—transposing concepts with 
geopolitics—as a sort of dialectical imperialism. Each rejects elements 
so common to dialectical thinking as to be considered by some its 
essential ingredients: teleology, determinism, progress, class-centrism, 
and two-sidedness, among others. If dialectics—or better, “the 
dialectic”—is necessarily totalizing, deterministic, or teleological, one 
could argue that the thinkers in question here move, each in their own 
way, and perhaps without knowing it, irreversibly beyond anything 
that could be called properly dialectical. More precisely, one might 
argue that what passes for dialectics in this book, especially a 
decolonized dialectics that foregrounds the category of subontological 
difference and exteriority, has crossed the crucial Hegelian threshold 
that divides difference (an internal relationship) from diversity (the 
indifferent difference of a purely external relation).16 Without the ties 
that bind opposing elements by necessity to one another—without, in 
other words, the unified ground of totality to grant meaning to 
oppositions—nothing remains but unrelated multiplicity. 

Why then attempt to unite such a motley band of theoretical 
heretics under the banner of dialectics in the first place? Is it not fairer 
and safer to circumvent thorny philological and Marxological debates 
by simply opting out? While tempting in its simplicity, I believe that 
to evade dialectics entirely would be a cop-out, for at least three 
reasons: two theoretical reasons that point, from inverse directions 
and at opposite extremes, toward the danger of bad dialectics on the 
one hand and bad multiplicity on the other. These two theoretical 
reasons then ground the potentially too-obvious practical argument 
for a dialectical approach that nevertheless, in its simplicity, conceals 
its own theoretical rationale: that the thinkers in question considered 
themselves to be doing the same. 

First, to surrender the name dialectics would be to hand dialectical 
thinking over to its more conservative proponents, as a phenomenon 
oriented toward internal closure or centered too stringently on the 
internal nature of oppositions. If we hold too tightly to what binds the 
two sides to one another in a predetermined logic, we foreclose on a 
radicalized dialectics by succumbing to what Fredric Jameson 
describes as “the possibility that difference might vanish altogether in 
some premature identity.”17 This threat should not be a surprise, since 
the question of unity constitutes a fundamental tension and perennial 
temptation for even the inaugurators of the tradition. Whether it be 
Hegel’s own anxieties toward dialectical rupture and desire to theorize 


systematic reunification, or Marx’s posing of a less systematic but still 
reconciled logic and end of history, master dialecticians past were not 
immune to those elements so scrutinized in the past century: 
teleology, determinism, linearity, progressivism, and the lure of 
totality. 

This is not and cannot be a book about Hegel or Marx however— 
about those who draw them together or oppose them—for space 
limitations, for the interminable debates this would provoke, and 
above all because we must set such questions aside if we are ever 
going to get where we are going. What can and must be said is that 
the powerful ambivalence both Hegel and Marx display toward unity 
bespeaks radical kernels of possibility at the very least, kernels that 
the thinkers discussed in this book seize upon, transform, and exploit 
in more unabashedly combative directions.1s This is not to suggest 
that there have been no previous efforts to decolonize the dialectical 
tradition, and much less to strip that tradition of its more conservative 
residues.19 Suffice it to say, however, many attempts to liberate the 
dialectical tradition from such fetters have ended up inadvertently 
reproducing elements of the same, with even the best examples 
showing just how far epistemic decolonization still has to go.20 

My approach, and that of the thinkers—not to mention the political 
processes and movements discussed here—will be more directly 
trained on the dual task of radically rethinking dialectics in a manner 
faithful to the combative dialectical spirit and decolonizing dialectical 
thought in the process, insisting all the way that this ostensibly dual 
task is in fact but a single one. If radicalizing dialectics to the very 
point of incommensurability runs the risk of moving beyond dialectics 
entirely, it has the virtue of bringing into the dialectical purview 
oppositions that are too often obscured. If radicalizing dialectics 
means attempting to strip away all teleology, decolonizing dialectics 
underscores how the telos of Hegelian and Marxian conceptions of 
history emerges from a particular location (Europe), and assumes 
forms of dialectical resolution specific to it (Sittlichkeit through civil 
society for Hegel, the resolution of the industrial proletariat- 
bourgeoisie class opposition for Marx). 

If a radicalized dialectics resists the idea that the dialectic moves 
inexorably and deterministically according to its own _ internal 
oppositions, a decolonized dialectics recognizes both the historical 
source of that motion outside Europe in the colonies as well as the 
brutal reality that for colonial subjects, history often seems to move 
backward rather than forward, if it moves at all. If a radicalized 
dialectics questions the fixed linearity of dialectical movement and 
recognizes the subjective capacity to set relations into motion and 
change course, a decolonized dialectics sets out from the historical 


experience of those who have been instructed to either catch up with 
Europe by completing the necessary “stages” or to await “objective 
conditions” that are possible only under a full-fledged capitalism. 

Although it is possible to radicalize dialectics without decolonizing, 
as Sorel does, I argue that it is not possible to decolonize without 
radicalizing. Any process of decolonization that shies away from 
incessant dialectical tensions, the contingency of struggle, and the 
indeterminacy of the future risks reiterating the history of actually 
existing decolonization that Fanon unceremoniously dismissed as the 
“dead end” and “sterile formalism” of bourgeois nationalist rule.21 To 
the extent that we refuse this straitjacketed view of a dialectical 
difference that refuses or subsumes diversity—foregrounding instead 
division, rupture, and dynamic opposition—we will always be 
confronted with a subversive and unpredictable remainder that, as we 
move toward decolonization, gains a distinct valence in what Fanon 
calls “nonbeing” and Dussel calls “exteriority,” that which lies beyond 
the realm of division and which by appearing makes a more profound 
rupture manifest. And to the extent that the turn toward this 
remainder pulls us from internal to external difference, our dialectics 
will lose all the comforts of predictable motion or inevitable progress. 

Second, if we do not put up a fight for the name dialectics, we risk 
abandoning the field of dynamic oppositions—especially those macro- 
oppositions that cut across society and globe—to the many theories of 
multiplicity so prevalent today, theories that would see us willfully 
neglect or deny the broad swing of motion such oppositions often 
entail. In what follows, I resist this danger not only by reclaiming 
dialectics, but also—simultaneously and from the opposite direction— 
by reclaiming Foucault’s conception of counterdiscourse as itself 
dialectical, thereby robbing uncritical theories of multiplicity of a 
caricatured Foucault reducible to the micropolitical. It was against 
such bad multiplicities—and that of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz in 
particular—that Hegel sought to fold diversity immediately into 
dialectical opposition, and while mindful of this concern, I hope to 
instead slow this folding, to sit with and inhabit the category of 
diversity and the external relation it poses as a key to decolonizing 
Hegel himself. 

Third: it is between these two reasons—bad dialectics on the one 
hand and bad multiplicity on the other—that we can then walk the 
practical line set out by the thinkers considered here, not to mention 
an entire trajectory of decolonial organic intellectuals. In other words, 
this is a dialectical project in part because the thinkers involved took 
the dialectical tradition—however critically understood—as a central 
point of reference. These are thinkers who saw Hegel, Marx, or both 
as powerful and necessary interlocutors, and in this they were not 


alone: for more than a century, for better or for worse, the dialectical 
tradition has served as a go-to weapon in the struggle for not only 
class liberation but also—all ambiguities and tensions aside—for racial 
and national liberation. 

These ambiguities and tensions are not to be set aside entirely, 
however, but are instead a central part of the story. An entire litany of 
radical and decolonial thinkers—George Padmore, Richard Wright, 
and Aimé Césaire, to name only a few—were even members of official 
communist parties before breaking with those parties precisely amid 
sharp debates over race and colonialism.22 These are thinkers who 
found in Hegel and Marx values of autonomous selfhood and 
liberation, tools to diagnose and critique global capitalism, methods 
that began—as they knew they should—not from negotiation but from 
struggle, and weapons to sharpen against the “slavery and social 
death” left in the wake of colonization.23 

But these are also thinkers who often found Hegel and Marx unable, 
and their political heirs unwilling, to grapple seriously with the legacy 
of actual slavery. Once we add those such as Frederick Douglass, who 
as I will argue in the conclusion puts forth a decolonized dialectics 
without having read either, it becomes clear that to argue, as Timothy 
Brennan does, that “the parentage of the postcolonial is, ultimately, a 
communist one,” is misleading at best, and furthermore evades 
entirely the central tension posed here.24 Rather than skirt the 
questions that this tension raises on both sides—and losing in the 
process either the importance of communism for decolonization or its 
failings, why so many were members but also why they left—my goal 
here is to confront the tension head on as one to be grappled with. 

Which is another way of saying that we must walk in theory the 
same fine line that decolonial militants have often walked in practice: 
neither rejecting nor uncritically embracing the dialectical tradition, 
but instead attempting to rescue a theory of dynamic oppositions from 
being recolonized by logics of unity or dispersed into meaningless 
multiplicity. These are thinkers who, while stubborn in their insistence 
on the rupture of the existing order, are simultaneously and for the 
same reason deeply hostile to the recuperation of dialectics into 
unitary logics. As a result, the radicalized dialectical approach they 
produce, with its combative oppositions and refusal to see divisions 
subsumed into the whole, is arguably more faithful to the dialectical 
spirit than even some who gave the approach its name. Viewed this 
way, the thinkers considered here, as a result of their liminal position 
that straddles the very border of dialectical thought, might just be the 
best defenders of any dialectics worth its salt. 

Here again, Jameson is productive for his nuanced mapping of the 
terrain to be traversed between the uncritical unity of conservative 


dialectics and the uncritical multiplicity of deconstructive temptations, 
between which lay the terrain of a radicalized dialectics: 


the dialectic moves jerkily from moment to moment like a slide 
show, where deconstruction dizzily fast-forwards ... both work to 
bring up into the light the structural incoherences of the “idea” or 
conceptual “positions” or interpretations which are their object of 
critique. But where the dialectic pauses, waiting for the new 
“dialectical” solution to freeze over in its turn and become an idea 
or an ideology to which the dialectic can again be “applied” ... 
deconstruction races forward ... devour[ing] its own tail, and thus 
itself in the process. One of the outcomes thus devoured and 
unraveled is of course the dialectic itself, which paused too long, 
and became an ideology in its own right, yet another object of 
deconstruction.25 


It is in this generative space between the stalled hesitancy of a 
dialectic that waits too long and the ravenous appetite of a 
deconstruction that, in the absence of sustenance, is content to feed on 
itself, that my project also moves. 

In lieu of offering a preemptive definition of dialectics that might 
violate the spirit of the term, I begin provisionally from Jameson’s 
own methodological insistence that “any opposition can be the 
starting point for a dialectic in its own right,” allowing a proliferation 
of local dialectics and dynamic oppositions, and I follow him in 
generally shunning the definite article denoting “the” dialectic.26 
However, my approach is different in two ways: first, I trail slightly 
closer to deconstruction in the degree to which contingency, 
indeterminacy, and an open hostility to totality imbue the multiple 
and local dialectics of the thinkers considered here. Furthermore, I 
move toward a dialectics understood above all as a practice, or what C. 
L. R. James aspired to do in his Notes on Dialectics: “not explanations 
of the dialectic but directly the dialectic itself.”27 The thinkers 
considered here are more organic intellectuals than world-historical 
philosophers looking down with a bird’s-eye-view from above, 
thinkers who do theory on the basis of actors pressing the dialectic 
forward themselves through collective solidarities and combat. If this 
sounds like a strange way to speak of dialectics, this is precisely 
because the closer we trail toward a conservative dialectics, the less 
often we hear of one acting dialectically or engaging in dialectical 
struggle. In this caricatured view—certainly more Hegel than Marx, 
and a conservative Hegel at that—the dialectic (and here it is almost 
always the) is something that happens to us and acts upon us, in which 
we are enmeshed whether we know it or not, unconsciously doing the 
grand work of history.28 


The thinkers considered here are doing something different, and to 
approach dialectics as practice helps to partially allay the dangerous 
flights that have characterized some previous attempts to think 
dialectics beyond its conservative forms: to take refuge in paradox or 
incommensurability in which there is no motion but the (not 
inconsequential) whirring of the philosopher’s mental gears. Actual 
struggles, ongoing and permanent, can thereby recede into the 
background, or worse still, be unilaterally dismissed by master 
dialecticians. If dialectical thought is instead localized and embedded 
in concrete material practice, however, to be a dialectician gains a 
wholly new meaning: that of pressing subjectively forward in 
collective combat, embodying Lenin’s “leaps, leaps, leaps!” without 
any certainty whatsoever that a better world will be the inevitable 
result.29 


Why Counterdiscourse? 


As should be clear by now, we cannot decolonize dialectics solely by 
prying open the cracks of immanent critique—although this is crucial, 
and the thinkers that make up this volume embody such cracks each 
in their own way. Rather, radicalizing dialectical oppositions to the 
very breaking point at which internal verge on external differences, 
and opening such oppositions toward the substantive exteriority of a 
decolonial critique, requires that we step to the very limits of 
dialectics—or even beyond—before casting our gaze back. If this 
involves stepping beyond the geographical boundaries of traditional 
dialectics, so too with methodological boundaries, and it is here that 
Foucault offers some useful tools. I turn and return to Foucault more 
than simply to reclaim his theories for a radicalized dialectics, but also 
because he provides concrete cues for both the method and content of 
this project. However, as will become clear, Foucault—like the 
thinkers that constitute this book—is more liminal to than outside of 
the scope of the dialectical, and while he would locate the 
incommensurable oppositions he identifies as being beyond dialectics, 
I see these as instead marking and opening its outer limits. 

This claim might seem a scandalous affront to Foucault, the avowed 
antidialectician, not to mention those who understand Foucault’s 
genealogical method as a purely critical project. But while tracing the 
surface and measuring the mass of Foucault’s oeuvre certainly reveals 
more critique than positive construct, lying beneath and slightly to the 
side of Foucault’s critical genealogies are subjugated 
counterdiscourses, counterhistories, and countermemories to be 
excavated and set into motion.30 To bind counterdiscourse to 
genealogy—the form of discourse to the mode of its recovery—is 


moreover but a single gesture, as the two are utterly inseparable from 
one another and from the subject matter of this study. Critique, for 
Foucault, aims “to dig” subjugated knowledges “out of the sand,” but 
it is the very existence of these knowledges—grounded in “struggles 
and the raw memory of fights”—that makes critique both possible and 
effective.31 This is more than mere excavation, and the fight is not 
limited to memory: the goal is instead one of “reactivating” combative 
memories toward “contemporary tactics,” “to set them free ... to 
enable them to oppose and struggle.”32 The result of this reactivation of 
oppositional counterdiscourses and their setting into combative 
motion is, I argue, dialectical in both form and content. Genealogy, 
through the counterdiscourse it frees, presses toward dialectical 
motion.33 

With regard to content, counterdiscourses stand against the unitary 
pretensions of what Foucault calls “science” (traditional dialectics 
included). Genealogies are thus “antisciences” because they incite an 
“insurrection of knowledges” against the “centralizing power-effects” 
of scientific discourse, which legitimizes some knowledges and 
disqualifies others, establishing the ground of what does and does not 
count.34 The problem with Marxism, for Foucault—and indeed with 
dialectics tout court—is not that it lacks scientific rigor, but that it 
aspires to be a science in the first place (this is a sentiment that Sorel 
shared). Hence genealogy as method is doubled in terms of the very 
content that renders it effective: what is recovered is not just any 
historical discourse that has been occluded from sight, but rather 
those discourses that pose a challenge to prevailing logics and 
practices of unity.35 Nowhere is this coincidence of method and 
content clearer than in Foucault’s excavation of what is arguably the 
paradigmatic counterdiscourse: what he calls, revealingly and 
provocatively, the “race war.” 

Toward the end of the sixteenth century, according to Foucault, 
European states consolidated their monopoly on violence and “war 
was expelled to the limits of the State,” to the border, exiled from 
society to interstate relations.36 But a counterdiscourse to this 
milestone in sovereign unity emerged almost immediately, according 
to which “a battlefront runs through the whole of society, 
continuously and permanently, and it is this battlefront that puts us all 
on one side or the other.”37 Such a “binary” view has clear 
epistemological implications: if society is divided, then no subject can 
be “universal, totalizing, or neutral,” and all knowledge is 
“perspectival ... interested in the totality only to the extent that it can 
see it in one-sided terms, distort it and see it from its own point of 
view.” “The truth is, in other words,” he writes, “a truth that can be 
deployed only from its combat position.” The idea of the “race war” as 


absolute incommensurability stands against not only ruling discourse 
but all unitary discourse, “tears society apart and speaks of legitimate 
rights solely in order to declare war on laws.”38 

But the immediate danger that confronts all radically oppositional 
discourses is that they “will be recoded, recolonized by the unitary 
discourses.”39 The counterdiscourse of the race war was no exception, 
and as a result, Foucault shows how this formerly “decentered” 
counterdiscourse was eventually “recentered” to “become the 
discourse of power itself.”40 While one path this recentering took was 
the biological reification of race in Nazism, less noted but equally 
insidious for Foucault was the dialectical recentering of the “race war”: 
“the dialectic codifies struggle, war, and confrontations into a logic, or 
so-called logic, of contradiction ... ensures the historical constitution 
of a universal subject, a reconciled truth, and a right in which all 
particularities have their ordained place. The Hegelian dialectic and 
all those that come after it must ... be understood as philosophy and 
right’s colonization ... of a historico-political discourse that was both a 
statement of fact, a proclamation, and a practice of social warfare.” 41 

In his attempt to reject all dialectics, however, Foucault provides 
potent guidance for how best to rescue and reclaim a radicalized 
dialectical vision. If the fundamental danger is that combative 
discourses will almost inevitably suffer reincorporation, 
recolonization, and recentering into governing doctrines of unity, it is 
precisely this danger that we must resist. To do so also obviously 
means to overcome Foucault’s own unambiguous hostility to dialectics 
and the mistakenly sweeping generalization, “all those that come after 
it must ...” Such reverse totalization—a perennial difficulty of 
poststructuralist approaches that slide too easily from critique to the 
insistence that nothing exists beyond the object of that critique— 
seems to openly contradict Foucault’s own methodological 
sensibilities. But it also comes on the heels of a long list of qualifiers— 
totalization, rationality, irreversibility, universal subject, reconciled 
truth—to be added to a conspicuously singular term, the dialectic. 
What if there were to exist many dialectics that do not carry these 
pernicious attributes of the dialectic and that instead prioritize 
oppositional combat over unity? 

Despite being frequently associated with the micropolitical, itself a 
much abused term, Foucault’s own critiques of logics of unity go hand 
in hand with an arguably dialectical account of the strategic 
(macro)unification of the tactical (micro)moments of power. As he 
puts it, “No ‘local center,’ no ‘pattern of transformation’ could function 
if ... it did not eventually enter into an over-all strategy,” and as a 
result, power relations “form a general line of force that traverses the 
local oppositions and links them together.”42 While certainly 


incompatible with what Foucault most loathes about dialectics, such a 
view is nevertheless compatible with the radicalized and decolonized 
dialectics that emerge from the thinkers considered in this book, for 
whom the subjective moment of combative, one-sided rupture 
(Foucault’s “social warfare”) is jealously maintained at the expense of 
any final resolution, any determinist progression, in short, any 
foreseeable horizon for reconciled unity. Again, it is only with the help 
of Foucault and others who similarly walk the fine line between 
dialectics and its opposites—and here I count Sorel, Fanon, and Dussel 
—that we can approach the task of truly radicalizing and decolonizing 
dialectical thought.43 

In a crucially different time and place, Foucault would grant 
dialectics the same indeterminate duality he ascribes to other 
discourses, the ability to serve different and even opposing purposes. 
This time the dialectics were Marxian and the place was Tunisia, 
where “everyone was drawn into Marxism with radical violence and 
intensity and with a staggeringly powerful thrust.” “For those young 
people,” he continues, “Marxism did not represent merely a way of 
analyzing reality; it was also a kind of moral force ... And that led me 
to believe that without a doubt the role of political ideology, or of a 
political perception of the world, was indispensable to the goal of 
setting off the struggle.”44 Violence, ideology, myth, and subjectively 
“setting off the struggle’—all explicitly echo elements of the 
radicalized dialectical counterdiscourse that I sketch in this book. Far 
from the French Communist Party, whose influence had 
overdetermined Foucault’s entire understanding of dialectics, the 
“scientific character” of Marxism—its claim to a unified truth— 
receded into the background as “an entirely secondary question.” 45 In 
other words, the primary practical function of Tunisian Marxism was 
the opposite of what had so alienated Foucault from its European 
counterparts.46 

It was no coincidence that this transformation occurred in the 
Tunisian context, beyond the “motionless movement” of Europe, 
where for Fanon “dialectics has gradually turned into a logic of 
equilibrium.”47 And nor is it any mistake that Foucault named his 
paradigmatically oppositional discourse the “race war” and described 
its eventual recentering as a process of “recolonization.” Even if this 
equation of recolonization with recentering gains a concrete 
literalness in the hands of decolonial thinkers, Foucault is already 
pointing us in the right direction. Decolonization for Fanon as for 
Dussel entails and indeed requires a fundamental break with the 
paradigm of totality, a deferral of dialectical closure, and the rejection 
of a more straightforwardly colonial variant of Foucault’s “science,” 
one that disqualifies not only knowledges (epistemological 


disqualification) but those very beings deemed innately incapable of 
producing such knowledges (ontological disqualification). 


Black Anti-Jacobins? 


A final note before I begin. Latent in all that has been said above is an 
ambitious comparative project, one that is both broader and narrower 
than what currently goes by the name “comparative political theory.” 
If we strip away the thinkers, contexts, and methods, we are left with 
four identities that are too often considered to be_ utterly 
irreconcilable: class, race, nation, and people. But this irreconcilability 
is grounded in naturalized unities, some of which are thankfully 
receding into the past: structural notions of class, biological 
conceptions of race, the nation as a priori, or the people as a modern 
expression of undivided sovereignty. Built into the structure of this 
book, then, is an insistence on the equivalence and coevalness of 
different forms of political identity, and a rejection of the all-too- 
frequent contempt for so-called identity politics. The idea that class is 
“real” whereas race is simply a backward idea to be abandoned, or 
that nations are “imagined communities” and nothing more, is bound 
up with the idea of reason in history that is so central to the same 
conservative dialectics we hope to bury.4s Just as class identity is fully 
capable of losing its political meaning if severed from class condition, 
so too does race exist in a dialectic of identifying and being identified 
that is itself a form of class-ification. 49 

This is not to suggest that no communities are imagined, but 
instead that all communities are, that imagination is a part of all 
political identities—class very much included—and this imagination is 
never divorced from material practices. It is to release those political 
identities from the straitjacket of teleological determinism, to allow 
and indeed demand that they stand forth and function, assuming their 
proper position at the heart of any dialectics worthy of the name. 
Inversely, if conservative dialectics is complicit with a hierarchy of 
identities, to radicalize and decolonize dialectics in a way that 
foregrounds the active subjectivity of their constituents is to open up a 
space to consider their functions comparatively, a space for the 
contingency of multiple overlapping and clashing identities that is 
better suited to what Anibal Quijano calls the “historical-structural 
heterogeneity” of ostensibly postcolonial societies.50 

If there is a model for the sort of comparative political theorizing I 
hope to undertake here, for the joint analysis of race, class, nation, 
and people—not to mention a radicalized dialectic of decolonization 
in which contingency and unpredictability stand firmly in the 
foreground—it is C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins. While James’s 


concrete task was to recover the memory of the most systematically 
expunged and “disavowed” event in “modern” history, the Haitian 
Revolution, the implications of his work far exceed this already 
monumental task.51 The radical kernel of The Black Jacobins lies in the 
fact that it was not merely a history of the world’s first successful 
slave revolution, but also of that decisive event with which it did not 
run parallel—a metaphor loaded with misleading equidistance—but 
was instead fully intertwined and, finally, entangled: the French 
Revolution. One revolution systematically erased, the other upheld on 
a pedestal as the “bourgeois” revolution—tipping point in a world- 
historic dialectical progression—the colonial veil separating the two 
cannot survive the piercing blow of James’s analysis, and with it goes 
much else. 

James’s insistence on the coevalness of these intertwined 
revolutionary processes sets into motion an uncontrollable avalanche 
whose theoretical devastation arguably exceeds the author’s own 
intentions, leading to the collapse of strict class oppositions, and with 
them the notion of historical stages and inevitable progress. If the 
pedestal cracks under James’s blunt insistence that so prefeudal a 
phenomenon as slavery constituted “the economic basis of the 
[bourgeois] French Revolution,” feet of clay collapse as the narrative 
unfolds.52 Rebellions on the old continent fueled freedom dreams on 
the new, and the unprecedented—and unthinkable—resistance of 
heretofore nonhumans propelled French revolutionaries to ever more 
radical lengths. Were it not for Thermidor, Toussaint would never 
have been thrust toward independence; were it not for France’s utter 
reliance on the colonial economy, Bonaparte would never have given 
the final and decisive push. 

More subversively still, James—a Marxist—transposes the political 
identities Marxists had reserved for Europe onto the colonial world 
and vice versa: the French masses were analogous to the Black slaves, 
the French aristocracy to colonial planters, and the French bourgeoisie 
to the privileged mulattoes of San Domingo. In sum: “Had the 
monarchists been white, the bourgeoisie brown, and the masses of 
France black, the French Revolution would have gone down in history 
as a race war.”53 That James uses the same term that Foucault would 
deploy to describe the binary division of European societies is as 
productive in its suggestive similarity as in the gap it reflects. The 
slaves were the same as the proletariat, these “half-savage slaves of 
San Domingo were showing themselves subject to the same historical 
laws as the advanced workers of revolutionary Paris.”54 But this 
sameness unleashed a radical difference according to which Black 
slaves even prefigured the European proletariat itself: “working and 
living together in gangs of hundreds on the huge sugar-factories .. 


they were closer to a modern proletariat than any group of workers in 
existence at the time.”55 

To subject slaves to these “same historical laws,” however, was to 
open a Pandora’s box that explodes their status as laws: without sharp 
class oppositions—as Sorel also insisted—there can be no historical 
determinism, and it was instead the revolutionary self-activity of the 
masses in Paris and Port-au-Prince that drove the revolutions forward, 
and fear of the same that would prompt their retreat.s6 Class is race, 
and European civilization is little more than barbaric brutality.57 
Amid the swirling contingency of transatlantic combat, no single 
dialectic can claim either centrality or inevitability. The pretense of 
automatic forward motion—itself tightly bound up with Eurocentric 
history—disintegrates into James’s famously tragic view of history: 
“Sad though it may be, that is the way that humanity progresses. The 
anniversary orators and the historians supply the prose-poetry and the 
flowers.”58 But tragedy is only tragic if we know what is coming, and 
the collapse of dialectical determinism is in itself a liberation in the 
knowledge that, in Fanon’s words, “the war goes on ...”59 

I hope, however immodestly, to walk in the footsteps of this 
radically comparative theoretical project, drawing together multiple 
dialectics whose central identities—class, race, nation, and people— 
are neither distinguished categorically from nor reduced to one 
another. But to embrace Black Jacobins as a methodological model for 
thinking a decolonized dialectics raises a peculiar question: How to 
square the bold assertion contained in James’s title with the 
radicalized dialectical counterdiscourse running through Sorel, Fanon, 
and Dussel that, I argue, can be understood on some level as “anti- 
Jacobin”? We are getting ahead of ourselves, however. In the wildly 
swirling dialectical eddies of this “tragic” history; the dynamic 
interaction between masses and leadership; and the fraught role of 
Black identity, tradition, and positivity, James’s initially celebratory 
view of Jacobinism gives way to something far more ambivalent and 
indeterminate that is characteristic of a decolonized dialectics. 

Where Sorel presses the dialectic of the European class struggle to 
its very breaking point, insisting that between worker and capitalist 
the only relation is one of war, Fanon and Dussel will theorize more 
fully the edges of the dialectic where its internal oppositions give way 
to not meaningless difference, but new grounds for decolonization. 
And if Fanon insisted that “decolonization is truly the creation of new 
people” through a process in which “the colonized ‘thing’ becomes a 
person through the very process of self-liberation,” then Venezuela 
today stands as confirmation of both the radical potential of this 
dialectics and its lack of guarantees.60 

Hannah Arendt, in her critical zeal, tacitly attests to C. L. R. James’s 


ambitiously expansive homology between metropole and colony, 
arguing that both the slaves and the unfortunate malheureux of the 
French Revolution “carried with them necessity, to which they had 
been subject as long as memory reaches, together with the violence 
that had always been used to overcome necessity. Both together, 
necessity and violence, made them appear irresistible—la puissance de 
la terre.”61 But to this puissance celebrated by Saint-Just, I hope to 
reply with a different constellation, one that spans not the distance 
separating the Bastille and Saint-Domingue—as in the Jamesian 
version—but rather between the puissance of the twentieth-century 
French working class and the process, still unfinished, of revolutionary 
decolonization. But to do so requires that we instead shift toward that 
subterranean source of decolonial dialectical motion that lay not 
above la terre but below it, in those condemned nonbeings known as 
the damnés. 


CHAPTER 1 


JUMPSTARTING THE CLASS STRUGGLE 


“The art of reconciling opposites by means of nonsense.”1 It was with 
this characteristically heretical zeal that Georges Sorel denounced the 
dialectic in Reflections on Violence, earning him the accusation of 
“abuse” by a more recent defender of the dialectical method.2 When 
this strange French autodidact, trained as a civil engineer in the 
provinces but recently transplanted to the capital, stepped into the 
fray of Marxist debates at the end of the nineteenth century, he 
proved eminently capable of dishing out abuse to enemies, Right or 
Left. If my goal is to salvage dialectics, why begin with a thinker so 
abusive of the approach? Because it is not dialectics per se that Sorel 
despises, but rather an abusive practice in its own right, in which the 
dialectic—here uniformly singular—is deployed as a method for 
“resolving all contradiction.”3 What Sorel calls the “dialectical illusion” 
is in fact an antidialectical masquerade, which emphasizes not rupture 
and conflict, but their resolution through moderation—a sort of 
Aristotelian golden mean.4 Rather than an abuser of the dialectic, 
might Sorel, like Foucault, therefore be counted among the best 
defenders of dialectics in the plural? In what follows, I wager that it is 
precisely from the jaws of such a ferocious critique of “nonsense” 
masquerading as dialectics that a radicalized dialectics might be 
snatched and put to use. 

The ferocity of Sorel’s critique was an eccentric product of an 
equally eccentric moment, the overlooked historical interlude after 
Marx but before Lenin, after the rise of socialism as an electoral force 
but before the cornerstones had been laid for what would come to be 
called Western Marxism—central among these what Sorel devotee 
Antonio Gramsci would name hegemony. Only decades after Marx’s 


death, Marxism was an expanding and ambitious political force. This 
was not yet a time of Winter Palaces, however, but instead of party 
building and elections, in which the legacy of Marx was very much up 
for debate. Was Marxism a doctrine of unrestrained class struggle or 
reasoned debate? Was it—in Rosa Luxemburg’s famous opposition— 
about reform, or was it about revolution?s Was it a moral or an 
economic force? And was its communist consummation an inescapable 
destiny or a product of willful intervention? 

Surveying this political context, Sorel saw more unity than struggle, 
more stasis than dialectical motion. He found a dialectic blocked not 
only by material developments, but crucially by an ideology of social 
harmony to which his contemporary socialists were not immune, and 
in which many were even willing participants. Thus when dialectics 
was trotted out as a prop toward compromise, Sorel seethed. But 
sharp words for the dialectic notwithstanding, I argue that he did not 
abandon the task of rethinking dialectics, even if he rarely granted the 
word a positive valence. Against both dogmatic revolutionary mantras 
and the reformist politics of social reconciliation with which they 
were complicit, Sorel radically reformulated a Marxian dialectics of 
class struggle that would remain faithful to Marx’s spirit rather than 
his word—foregrounding the moment of subjective intervention, in 
which the working class presses its shoulder to the stalled wheel of 
history, re-creating itself as a class in the process. 

It was through oppositional combat and deepening enmity toward 
the bourgeoisie, Sorel argued, that class identity could be 
reestablished and consolidated, ultimately pressing into motion a 
conspicuously open-ended dialectic. In the process of centering 
conflict and willful intervention, Sorel abandoned the determinism, 
teleology, and “necessary order” that made an illusion of dialectical 
movement.6 Against all such illusions, Sorel instead forged a dialectics 
that, while still grounded in European class oppositions, was 
nevertheless freed of many internal fetters and available for 
subsequent decolonization. But if Sorel’s radicalized dialectic was the 
heterodox product of a heterodox moment—forged in the crucible of 
Parisian Marxist debates at the turn of the century—it had its roots in 
pre-Marxist reveries penned far off in the provinces. 


Myths of Totality 


Like Frantz Fanon and Enrique Dussel after him, Sorel was an 
unwilling conscript into the cause of revolutionary dialectics. In fact, 
his earliest works were not dialectical at all, and much less were they 
characterized by the unmitigated rupture and conflict he would later 
embrace. Instead, like the angel of history described by Walter 


Benjamin—another heterodox Marxist who later drew upon this 
maligned source—at first, Sorel faced stubbornly backward, glorifying 
a mythically harmonious ancient past as the “wreckage upon 
wreckage” of the present began to pile around his feet. Like the angel, 
Sorel would have preferred to “make whole what has been smashed,” 
but he first had to embrace the wreckage itself—which took an active 
form in the concrete struggles of the French proletariat—eventually 
turning to face the future by embracing the present.7 Like Fanon and 
Dussel after him, the very process whereby Sorel abandoned his own 
nostalgic illusions of harmony would shape his dialectics to come. 

This mythical, harmonious past was pre-Socratic Athens, the 
heavily idealized backdrop for Sorel’s The Trial of Socrates (Le Procés 
de Socrate), published in 1889. This polemical account of the downfall 
of Athenian virtue at the hands of philosophy casts Socrates himself 
not as victim but as culpable. Socrates’s guilt was symptomatic of 
broader class transformations, however, and Sorel’s indictment was 
therefore “a sociological study of Socratism ... as itself a social 
phenomenon.”s In Sorel’s idiosyncratic view, pre-Socratic Athens was 
a unified and harmonious society rooted in a sort of equality among 
watriors—“All are equal: this is the ideal of Attic democracy.”9 The 
cement binding this social totality together was none other than 
Homeric poetry, the unrecognized original source for Sorel’s theory of 
the myth. Sorel found a direct correlation between the egalitarian 
content of the poetry and its mythopoetic form: poetry imparted a 
simple virtue that required no specialized schools, only the traditional 
family structure. Heroism and love alike were available to all, and 
both—grounded as they were’ in  enthusiasm—resisted 
intellectualization: one can neither fight nor love in a wholly rational 
way.10 

Socratic philosophy, in Sorel’s peculiar reading, interrupts the 
egalitarian simplicity that Homeric myth taught and the family 
nourished, introducing into both love and war the pernicious principle 
of hierarchical expertise. In terms of love, Sorel accused Socrates of 
denigrating everyday, material love in favor of an abstract and 
cerebral love available only to the properly trained, thereby 
weakening the family as the primary vehicle for transmitting Athenian 
equality to the next generations.11 In the martial sphere, too, he saw 
Socrates as a corrupting influence who injected expertise into warfare 
where heroic virtue once predominated. If this military science 
contained in nuce the Socratic attack on Athenian virtue, Sorel’s 
critique thereof contains an embryonic form of his mature dialectics.12 

Where Socrates sought “the perfection of military science,” Sorel 
saw this as a contradiction in terms. To introduce science into war is 
to disrupt the psychological operations of courage, which require the 


sort of willful blindness that Homeric myth cultivated on the 
battlefield. Heroism is not calculable, and in fact, calculation short- 
circuits and destroys it. After all, who risks their life in battle if they 
are but a single and irrelevant datum in the hands of calculating 
experts? With heroism, equality too is lost, since “the old basis of 
Athenian democratic virtue in which mass action could be combined 
with excellence and in which heroism could emerge from anywhere in 
the ranks is now called into question.” 13 

If Sorel’s critique of scientific expertise and attentiveness to its 
hierarchy-effects is arguably proto-Foucauldian, so too with his 
emphasis on the relationship between knowledge formations and 
social power more broadly.14 His indictment of Socrates reflected an 
anxiety about the role of savants in what was already and increasingly 
a society divided by social class. “There were no more soldiers or 
sailors,” Sorel lamented, “but only skeptical and witty shopkeepers.” 15 
Knowledge and power emerged as mutually reinforcing phenomena, 
and the “old soldiers of the Marathon” were no match for the new 
urban classes for which Socrates stood as both cause and effect.16 
“When a society is divided into distinct classes in terms of knowledge, 
the question of oligarchy is soon posed,” and this was an “oligarchy of 
the small shopkeepers and artisans of Athens—proud and cunning, 
liars and braggarts.”17 

Wearing his contemporary concerns plainly on his sleeve, Sorel 
called this dangerously ambitious rationalism that replaces equality 
with the hierarchical rule of experts Jacobinism. In his view, Socratics 
and their political protégés, like the intellectual elites of the French 
Revolution, “were submerged in the theory of the absolute; they did 
not recognize the importance of historical law, this made them 
revolutionaries.”is And for the moment, Sorel was an unalloyed 
opponent of revolutions. Jacobins past and present considered 
themselves to be “perfectly logical. They alone possessed the 
revolutionary Idea.” And since “right [droit] does not reside in 
numbers,” they felt emboldened to wipe the slate of society clean no 
matter how much “the masses cling to their traditions.” 19 

The Jacobin for Sorel is thus the revolutionary imbued with the 
absolute, the philosophical idealist with nothing but contempt for the 
majority and their traditions and whose privileged access to truth 
justifies any and all means toward its enactment. In this sense, while 
Socrates was not a revolutionary himself, he may as well have been. 
“When the Good has been formulated and defined ... there is no lack 
of fervent spirits ready to draw all of the consequences from a 
doctrine,” and to do so “by sword and fire” if necessary.20 If the tyrant 
Critias was arguably “the first Robespierre,” for Sorel, Socrates was his 
Rousseau.21 It is this portrait of the Jacobin—as the violent, 


minoritarian absolutist—that provides the oft-overlooked red thread 
uniting this earliest of Sorel’s books with his later work. 

Sorel’s anti-Jacobin orientation would come to provide the 
egalitarian content for the mythopoetic form that was the basis for 
Sorel’s dialectic of class combat. Thus not only does attention to The 
Trial of Socrates help us avoid the lazy if almost universal tendency to 
attribute Sorel’s concept of myth to the later influence of Henri 
Bergson, but it also helps us avoid even more dangerous errors in 
interpreting Sorel’s dialectics by providing a glimpse into its genesis. 22 
The early Sorel had clearly identified myth as a motor of action, by 
situating epic poetry as the source of an Athenian virtue besieged by 
rationalizing science. While this early myth remained bound to a 
conception of social harmony rather than dialectical rupture, its 
opposition to hierarchy and ferocious—if misplaced—egalitarianism 
nevertheless point toward Sorel’s eventual embrace of the class 
struggle. But absent a dialectical gearing, this mythical motor was 
bound to serve the cause of unity rather than oppositional combat. 

Ironically, Sorel’s case against Socrates falls apart at the precise 
moment that it gains social traction by pointing toward the 
socioeconomic transformation underway in Athenian society. After all, 
the savant—not to mention the philosopher who trains him—is a mere 
symptom of the new balance of class power that the shopkeeper 
embodies in practice. Recognizing this would eventually spell doom 
for Sorel’s idealized vision of ancient Athens, which itself constantly 
teeters at the edge of disintegration and points toward class ruptures 
rippling just beneath an ostensibly smooth surface.23 But no nostalgic 
attachment to totalities past, no idealized image of unity lost, could 
possibly hope to hold up once Sorel turned his gaze to the present. 

When he did so, it was through an intensive engagement with 
contemporary Marxist debates but unsurprisingly, given what we have 
seen, Sorel turned to Marxism not as a new science. Instead, he found 
in Marxism a new source of “social poetry” to replace the Homeric 
epic, but in one sense, these two sources of myth could not be more 
different.24 If the latter functioned to uphold the idealized unity of 
pre-Socratic Athenian society, the former entered history in Sorel’s 
view as a divisive and conflictive force intent on nothing so much as 
the abolition of the unity of the present. Instead of inculcating a 
traditional egalitarian virtue in all of society, Marxism as myth 
recognized that equality could only come through struggle, seeking to 
mobilize and unify the proletariat—a part, not the whole—heroically 
toward that end. In short, it is at this point that Sorel’s myth, by 
shifting from Homeric unity to Marxian division and from nostalgic 
stasis to revolutionary change, becomes properly dialectical. 

In the process, the concepts of revolution and the absolute, moving 


in tandem with one another, gain a dialectically dual aspect that Sorel 
would then embrace. Revolution escapes the overbearing historical 
weight of The (French) Revolution, at the same time that the absolute 
slips the yoke of its Jacobin prototype. From being against all 
revolutions, Sorel would now craft an anti-Jacobin revolutionary 
dialectics in which the mythical absolute claimed a central place, not 
in upholding the existing but abolishing it. This shift toward a 
dialectics of class combat would only fully emerge once Sorel himself 
had relocated to Paris, where he ironically came to be known as the 
“Socrates of the Latin Quarter.”25 


A Frozen Dialectic 


Marx and Engels famously wrote that “the epoch of the bourgeoisie ... 
has simplified the class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and 
more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes 
directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.”26 It is from 
this increasingly clear opposition that the dialectic of class struggle 
spirals irrepressibly forth. But when an already middle-aged Georges 
Sorel surveyed the Parisian political scene fewer than five decades 
later, this was not what he saw at all. Instead of the progressive 
clarification of class oppositions through the unbridled logic of capital 
—and the unfolding historical dialectic leading to inevitable 
proletarian victory—he saw only blockage and stasis, a frozen 
dialectic. Instead of “directly facing each other” in a relation of 
unmitigated enmity, Sorel discovered with no small amount of 
revulsion that bourgeoisie and proletariat confronted one another in a 
far more mediated way, through the blurry lens of a social harmony to 
which even self-professed Marxists were contributing. 

While Sorel therefore remained suspicious of dialectics and 
especially the dialectic as deployed by his contemporary socialists, he 
nevertheless pressed forward in a struggle over the meaning of a 
dialectics that would remain faithful to the spirit rather than the 
occasionally misleading word of Marx.27 His reformulated dialectic of 
class struggle contains three essential moments, each marked 
profoundly by his own stamp. First, Sorel diagnoses the frozen 
immobility of the present, becoming in the process one of the first 
substantial theorists of ideology and of what would later come to be 
known as hegemony.2s Second, confronted with a dialectical impasse, 
Sorel set about theorizing how the proletariat might—shoulder to the 
wheel of history—set historical oppositions into dynamic motion, 
deploying mythical violence to reestablish those oppositions whose 
sharp edges had been worn down by ideology. Finally, in a third 
moment, Sorel embraced the profound open-endedness of this 


dialectic by rejecting the determinism of his contemporary Marxists 
and foregrounding the unpredictable creativity of a radically 
transformative revolutionary violence. 

Sorel’s Marxist contemporaries were divided into two broad camps. 
Revisionists, buoyed by the unprecedented electoral success of 
socialist candidates, generally argued that evolving economic 
conditions unforeseen by Marx had undermined the relevance of the 
class binary. Without a sharp class opposition, revolutionary 
overthrow was unlikely, and so they proposed a range of reformist, 
gradualist, and even “evolutionary” strategies.29 On the other side, 
self-professed orthodox Marxists clung to revolutionary rhetoric by 
insisting both on the existence of class antagonisms and the 
inevitability of the socialist revolution, despite all evidence to the 
contrary. Sorel’s own peculiar approach rejected both the blind 
fatalism of the orthodox position and the reformist consequences of 
revisionism. Instead, he revealed deep complicities between the two. 

Both positions exaggerated “objective” economic factors at the 
expense of “subjective” political and ideological factors. Both, as a 
result, appealed to broad notions of unity: the reformists reinforcing 
the essentially perfectible unity of the present, and the orthodox 
Marxists the future unity of communism. Both, in their own way, fell 
prey to a Jacobin attachment to scientific truth and state worship. The 
fatalist blind spot of orthodox Marxists, their faith in the automatic 
movement of history, prevented these professed revolutionaries from 
grasping how ideology and concrete reforms were making the 
revolution less likely by the day. Both, in short, contributed to what 
Foucault would have understood as a “recentering” of previously 
oppositional Marxist doctrines, shifting these from the terrain of class 
rupture to the terrain of unity, even to the point of “becom[ing] the 
discourse of power itself ... the discourse of a centered, centralized, 
and centralizing power.” 30 

Sorel fought a war on two fronts against what he saw as the 
complicities between revisionists and reformists, embracing a 
paradoxically unorthodox orthodoxy in the process. On the one hand, 
he insisted on the need to “complete and improve” Marxism by 
“abandon[ing] many formulas to better penetrate the spirit of the 
master,” while driving a wedge between this revisionist imperative 
and any reformist implications by insisting that Marx’s “spirit” was a 
resolutely revolutionary one.31 This revolutionary revisionism, this 
unorthodox orthodoxy meant confronting the fatalist dialectics and 
“old aphorisms” of Marxist orthodoxy head on.32 According to Sorel, 
the fatalist determinism of the orthodox camp—which presumes to 
grasp the inevitable movement of history—was grounded in an 
exaggerated and even “false idea of science” that threatens to “divest 


historical materialism of its mysterious and paradoxical character.”33 

Properly understood, science is for Sorel a modest endeavor 
constrained by its experimental setting and with ceteris paribus as its 
byword. Without the ability to hold conditions constant, in particular 
when we leave the laboratory setting for the social world, science 
quickly loses its power to predict the future.34 It is only in this limited 
sense that Marxism should aspire to the status of a science, and for 
Sorel, a proper historical materialism seeks only to draw practical 
conclusions from the “totality [insieme] of facts” at a given moment.35 
Here instead of Hegel’s own temptations toward a prospective unity in 
which “everything has to fit into a fully defined system,” all that 
remains is the retrospective unity of the Owl of Minerva: “Science 
arrived when the debate was already closed, to give a regular shape to 
results gained gradually and empirically.”36 Consequently, the 
“dialectical rhythm” should never be understood as a “demonstrated 
law,” but instead merely as an “explanatory hypothesis.”37 

While “Marx never was a slave to the dialectic” in the exaggerated 
and illusory sense, his “zealous disciples,” like those of Socrates before 
him, were nevertheless waiting in the wings to transform even the 
most contingent observations into “sacred and immutable” laws.3s 
These disciples overstepped the limited bounds of historical 
materialism, inventing speculative connections in the present—like 
the inexorable deepening of class conflict—and worse still, projecting 
these forward to forecast the ultimate revolution. Irony of ironies, it 
was in an effort to avoid utopianism and idealism that these most 
orthodox sectors themselves fell into both, turning to an “apparent 
social physics” that “replac[ed Marx’s] rational idea about the 
[contingent and momentary] unity of things with a particular 
definition of a determined relation between parts.”39 By attempting to 
explain everything, they lost the capacity to explain anything at all. 

Moreover, the mystical connections upheld by orthodox Marxists 
moved in one direction: from base toward superstructure, viewing the 
impending political catastrophe as the necessary outgrowth of 
economic progress. By loosening the bonds of this “absolute 
determinism” and insisting on a “reciprocal dependence” between 
base and superstructure, Sorel opened a space for intervention in both 
directions—recognizing both the ideology that upheld the existing 
order and the relative autonomy of the violence that would seek to 
abolish it.40 On the one hand, this view introduces a dialectical 
relationship into the economic “base” itself: “the social mechanism is 
variable” because the “industrial struggle” is itself the product of a 
“tumult of wills” and subject to “an infinity of causes.”41 If scientific 
prediction requires conditions be held constant, capitalism is rarely if 
ever constant, subject as it is to “aleatory conditions,” contingency, 


and political intervention.42 Where Marx famously described force as 
a “midwife” of history, Sorel carefully insisted that force does not 
merely “accelerate a movement whose parts are already determined,” 
but can also redirect the movement of history since “it creates these 
very parts and dominates them completely.” 43 

On the other hand, the autonomy of force, on which many 
decolonial thinkers insist, presents the possibility of conscious 
intervention. But this is for both better and for worse, since 
intervention can bring the revolution closer or stave it off indefinitely, 
and the latter is what most concerned Sorel. Capitalists could 
conceivably, and indeed would logically, intervene to manage the class 
struggle in ways that benefit their own power. If the playing out of 
Marx’s revolutionary dialectic of class struggle requires class 
antagonism as its sine qua non, this antagonism is not itself 
guaranteed: “The conditions which make the revolution the necessary 
result of a natural process are not in themselves inevitable, as we now 
clearly see: no one is in a position to say what can result from the 
attempts at social reform.” 44 

It is here that the complicity between orthodox Marxism and 
reformism lie. At best, assuming an immanent logic of history 
encouraged a quietist fatalism among the working classes, awaiting 
the inevitable because it is inevitable. At worst, however, it actively 
contributed to making revolutionary change less and less likely by 
overlooking barriers to revolution in the present and, worse still, the 
active strategies being put into place to shore up the capitalist system. 
This is because it was not only the capitalists themselves who had 
intervened in an effort to prevent the playing out of the Marxist 
dialectic. More dangerous for Sorel were those intermediary elements, 
in particular parliamentary socialists whom he held responsible for 
defusing the French class struggle. Where orthodox Marxists at least 
ostensibly displaced class reconciliation to some future communist 
horizon—what Jay would call “longitudinal totality’—reformists 
sought a much more immediate reconciliation in the false universal of 
social harmony in the present, a “latitudinal totality.” 

These reformists did more than profess a dangerous ideology of 
unity; they proved that all ideologies are practical and all practices 
ideological. Not content to embrace the false universality of the 
present, they sought to actively construct cross-class unity by erasing 
class identity and defusing the class struggle through two central 
mechanisms: education and arbitration. The goal of the first was to 
educate the proletariat, and indeed the capitalists as well, in the 
“practices [mceurs] of social peace.”45 “The wise men” in parliament 
“think that violence will disappear when popular education becomes 
more advanced; they recommend, therefore, a great increase in the 


number of courses and lectures; they hope to drown revolutionary 
syndicalism in the saliva of the honorable professors.”46 Where 
popular education once served as the glue of a social harmony lost, for 
Sorel the Marxist, unity was now pernicious and education its most 
dangerous weapon. 

If education was more ideological than practical, its more practical 
than ideological counterpart was labor arbitration. As bosses pressed 
wages downward and workers did the opposite, these socialist 
mediators stepped in to ensure a golden mean: “To the demands of the 
workers [the bosses] reply that they have already reached the limit of 
possible concessions—while the philanthropists wonder whether the 
selling price will not allow a slight increase in the wages.”47 Through 
arbitration, parliamentary socialists themselves intervene as a buffer 
between the two sides of the capitalist class opposition, mediating 
demands and negotiating the eventual resolution of every conflict over 
the wage. If parliamentary socialists produced mediation, they were 
themselves produced by it, since this intermediary role was their very 
raison d’étre. They were “master[s] in the art of utilizing anger,” 
uniquely positioned to simultaneously “make the workers believe that 
you are carrying the flag of revolution, the bourgeoisie that you are 
holding back the danger which threatens them, and the country that 
you represent an irresistible current of opinion.”4s 

By cushioning the blows of the class struggle, Sorel worried, these 
social intermediaries had helped to gradually slow the historical 
dialectic to a standstill. And by placing themselves strategically in the 
no-man’s-land separating the would-be warring classes, parliamentary 
socialists—both proponents of mediation and its embodiment— 
revealed themselves to be the true heirs of Jacobinism. Just as 
Jacobins past had assumed the mantle of progress as sole possessors of 
the general will, so too with those reformist socialists—possessors of a 
new notion of progress—who transitioned seamlessly from opposition 
to government.49 These new intellectual oligarchs had risen above the 
fray, uniquely capable of producing harmony, their goal not to 
overthrow the state but to incorporate the workers into it and keep it 
for themselves.50 

These latter-day Jacobins were as complicit with the “superstition 
of the God-State” as their predecessors, but the socialist Jacobins 
entered that state at a qualitatively higher stage of development.s1 
Rather than the unity of a Jacobin state standing over society, the 
unity of the parliamentary socialists had a new meaning that 
coincided with their own historic role as mediators: the “centering” of 
Marxism and the reinscription of class within the state, a conservative 
resolution of class antagonisms into harmonious coexistence. For 
Sorel, this was not the real entry of the workers into government that 


it claimed to be, but the opposite: a slowing, if not freezing, of 
dialectical motion, in which inequalities are concealed—indeed 
legitimated. Parliamentary socialists had incorporated the workers 
into an enemy totality as a passive force, and by centering the 
proletarian struggle within the functioning of the state itself, they 
threatened to destroy it entirely.52 

In his indictment of parliamentary socialists, Sorel revealed the 
practical complicity of both fatalist orthodoxy and_ reformist 
mediation: as two sides of the same coin, each promises historical 
closure in its own way: the first through a quietist attachment to the 
inevitability of the horizon, the latter through a reconciliation with 
the false universal of the present. Orthodox Marxists were thus more 
than simply wrong or incapable of prediction, but instead conspired 
with reformists by denying the autonomy of the political while their 
opponents proved that autonomy in practice: deploying force, 
however gently, to slow the dialectic to a standstill. 


From Duty to Violence 


This incorporation of the workers into the state was more than simply 
an attack on working-class autonomy; for Sorel, it represented the 
death of class itself, and with it, the death of dialectics as well. The 
effectiveness of an ideology of social harmony and of practices of 
labor arbitration had made it perfectly clear that class identity (Marx’s 
class-for-itself, Klasse fiir sich) does not emerge automatically from the 
infrastructural conditions of the class-in-itself (Klasse an sich).53 But 
Sorel presses this observation further: we may be able to speak of the 
existence of undeniable class positions under capitalism, but without 
class identity—without any individual workers understanding 
themselves to be part of a class—proletariat and bourgeoisie as broad 
and opposing groupings cease to exist entirely. 

In the words of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, for Sorel once 
the “totality as a founding rational substratum has been dissolved ... 
social classes ... no longer play the role of structural locations in an 
objective system.” The dialectic frozen, what was a revolutionary to 
do? Mouthing the empty mottos of an impending revolution was not 
an option for Sorel, but nor was abandoning the revolution entirely. 
Again, Laclau and Mouffe: “[Sorel] is compelled to displace the 
constitutive moment of class unity to the political level ... the 
possibility of a dichotomous division of society is given not as a datum 
of the social structure, but as a construction.”54 Rather than simply 
rejecting any automatic connection between class-in-itself and class- 
for-itself, in which workers necessarily and gradually gain 
consciousness of objective conditions, Sorel actually reverses this 


formulation, and in so doing renders it an active projection. Absent 
any objective basis for the existence of class, this basis must be created 
by a political act. 

The class-for-itself, in other words, precedes and produces the class- 
in-itself, pressing history into motion subjectively through a 
“dialectics of ideological warfare.”55 From this point forward, Sorel set 
about reestablishing those conditions under which revolution would 
be necessary: deepening oppositions, reinforcing class identity through 
the “social poetry” of the revolutionary myth, and pressing the 
dialectic of class combat into motion. But Sorel knew full well that 
ideology could destroy class by dulling its oppositions just as easily as 
it could reconstitute those oppositions. His first gesture was therefore 
a sort of negative one, a ground-clearing exercise that hacks 
unceremoniously through the solemn ideological ties binding the 
social totality, and more specifically, the ethics of social duty. 

He did so by posing a rupture not within but against ethics, 
diagnosing an ethical impossibility in which social duty does not exist 
because the relation between the classes is one of incommensurability 
and irreconcilability bordering on nonrelation. Boss and worker, for 
Sorel, speak different languages entirely: “While the boss will always 
be convinced that he has done the whole of his duty, the worker will 
be of the contrary opinion, and no argument could possible settle the 
matter.”56 If anything, the practice of labor arbitration can 
inadvertently drive this point home: the bosses insist that they cannot 
“objectively” raise wages, only to later do so upon negotiation, 
revealing their objectivity—and the limits to growth—to have been a 
lie. 

“Duty has some meaning in a society in which all the parts are 
intimately connected to one another,” for Sorel, “but if capitalism is 
inexhaustible, solidarity is no longer founded upon the economy and 
the workers think they would be dupes if they did not demand all they 
could obtain; they look upon the employer as an adversary with whom 
one comes to terms after a war.”57 Social duty relies on the 
assumption that there exists an overarching framework—or better, an 
underlying totality—on which to ground that duty. Without such a 
foundation, the basis for ethics dissipates, and what remains between 
workers and bosses is a military relationship, not an ethical one. 
Prefiguring Foucault’s insistence that the binary relation of social war 
renders any ethics merely “perspectival” and “one-sided,” Sorel’s 
“ethical diremption”—in the words of Axel Honneth—clears the way 
for the one-sided assertion of a “class-specific morality.”5s 

Given Sorel’s hostility to unity, it is no surprise that he would bend 
the stick toward utter incommensurability, but doing so pushes his 
dialectics to the very brink, to the point at which an internal class 


relation threatens to become an external nonrelation. It is therefore no 
surprise that, like Foucault—another thinker treading at the very edge 
of dialectics—Sorel openly compares this social war to the 
ungovernable anarchy of the international arena, insisting pointedly 
that “social duty no more exists than does international duty.”59 But 
where his contemporaries in parliament would seek to impose order 
on this anarchy, negotiating treaties between warring peoples in what 
Sorel derisively deemed “socialist diplomacy,” Sorel instead positioned 
himself as a practitioner of socialist Realpolitik, a sort of Marxist 
Machiavelli penning a guidebook not for The Prince but for The 
Proletariat (this metaphor only underlined by Gramsci’s deep 
appreciation for both). 

The (non)relation prevailing between boss and worker thus consists 
not of ethics, but of pure force. Or, to put it more precisely, Sorel 
would drive home the incommensurability of this relationship by 
insisting that the class opposition is constituted by distinct and 
incomparable substances entirely: bourgeois force and proletarian 
violence. The two are not only qualitatively distinct, for Sorel, but even 
diametrically opposite: “the object of force is to impose a certain social 
order in which the minority governs, while violence tends to the 
destruction of that order. The bourgeoisie have used force since the 
beginning of modern times, while the proletariat now reacts against 
the bourgeoisie and against the State by violence.”60 Force upholds 
hierarchy; violence destroys it. Force is Jacobinism incarnate; violence 
draws its content from an anti-Jacobin egalitarianism. While Sorel 
treats the bourgeoisie and the state as synonymous, his point is about 
content rather than form: the “absolute opposition between 
revolutionary syndicalism and the State” derives from the state’s role 
as an institution of minority governance.si1 Given the ferocity of the 
opposition between the two, we must “adopt a terminology which 
would give rise to no ambiguity” in which “the term ‘violence’ should 
be employed only for ... acts of revolt.”62 

In formulating violence in such a way as to call into question even 
the totality underlying and giving meaning to dialectical oppositions, 
Sorel broke not only with the object of his critique—the mediating 
impulse of parliamentary socialists—but even exceeds some of the 
radical dialecticians he would later influence. This was not, for 
example, the violence of Georg Lukacs, which draws its legitimacy and 
ethical character from the “imperative of the world-historical 
situation” and in particular, the “historico-philosophical mission” of 
the proletariat (which Jay describes as an “expressive” totality).63 
Rather than violent means being justified by transhistoric ends, Sorel’s 
violence shuns instrumentality, the means not subjected to the ends. 
Violence, he contended, “escapes all valuation, estimation and 


opportunism” and thus shares more with Walter Benjamin’s Sorel- 
inspired account of an immeasurable “divine violence” of “pure 
means” that is in its essence “law-destroying.”64 Similarly, Foucault’s 
description of social war as a “statement of fact” echoes Sorel’s 
insistence that “proletarian acts of violence have no resemblance to” 
the Jacobin force of the state with its apparatus of justice and 
judgment; “they are purely and simply acts of war ... carried on 
without hatred and without the spirit of revenge.” 65 

If violence—the pure revolt against hierarchical institutions 
—“constitutes the soul of the revolutionary proletariat,” “this revolt 
does not entirely determine the future of the proletariat,” which is 
another way of saying that revolt absent “the revolutionary idea” is 
wholly insufficient.co In other words, disparate acts of resistance are 
useless without the unifying horizon that Sorel famously characterized 
as the revolutionary myth: “As long as there are no myths accepted by 
the masses,” he insisted, “one may go on talking of revolts 
indefinitely, without ever provoking any revolutionary movement.”67 
In this, he saw himself as faithful to Marxism’s own social poetry, 
since those moments when Marx overstepped the bounds of science to 
speak of an “absolute law which governs history,” he did so not to 
analyze or predict, but to inspire action.6s “If Marxism has had such a 
great influence on the popular masses, it is above all due to the 
attractiveness of its myths.”69 By projecting the “abstraction of 
dichotomous division’—a firm class opposition, workers against 
bosses—revolutionary myths help to stitch these many microrevolts 
together into a broader fabric of working-class identity.70 

But myths do more than simply unify the class; they also intensify 
its effect by creating “a coordinated picture” that can be grasped “as a 
whole, perceived instantaneously.”71 Which is to say that they throw 
people into action: “revolutionary myths,” for Sorel, “are not a 
description of things but expressions of a will to act ... myths lead 
men to prepare themselves for a combat which will destroy the 
existing state of things.”72 Mythical proletarian identity, a projection 
of the class-for-itself, is not the sum of a laundry list of past 
accomplishments or even future aspirations, but instead a “framing of 
the future” of dialectical rupture that brings class into being in the very 
process of its deployment.73 The myth, then, constitutes the form that 
violent content fills, a vehicle for “the development of specifically 
proletarian forces, that is to say, with violence enlightened by the idea of 
the general strike.”74 


Barbarian Dialectics 


In the absence of an objective basis for the class struggle, Sorel turns 


to the revolutionary myth to coordinate proletarian forces, to reassert 
the dichotomous division of society, and thereby to move from a static 
and fetishized social harmony toward dialectical motion. But it 
remains to be seen what the effects of carrying this rupture forward 
are or, put differently, how this mythical hardening of class identity at 
the center of the dialectic of class struggle impacts its playing out. If 
Sorel makes working-class subjectivity the motor force of movement, 
the very depth of the opposition he  introduces—the 
incommensurability between bourgeoisie and proletariat—raises the 
question of just how dialectical this movement would prove. The 
deeper the class division is projected, the more absolute and hermetic 
the opposition, the more utterly irreconcilable the two sides, the 
closer we might seem to a sort of class nationalism and motionless 
separatism that Fanon would later call Manichaeism. What is the 
dialectic binding the subjective activity of the proletariat to future 
unfoldings? 

Sorel himself poses the question: “what will result from the 
introduction of violence into the relations of the proletariat with 
society”? And, he adds, already hinting toward an answer: what does 
this violence mean “in relation to the future social revolution”?75 The 
interventions of parliamentary socialism had dulled the enmity of 
class oppositions, thereby robbing Marx’s dialectic of its determinism, 
derailing and even halting the dialectic of history. But while Sorel 
rejects Marxist determinism writ large, his narrower, ceteris paribus 
determinism grants historical motion a degree of predictability if the 
conditions are put into place. In other words, capitalism “performs in an 
almost mechanical manner,” but this mechanical functioning depends 
entirely upon its component parts. A society composed of sharply 
antagonistic classes will press toward revolution, but “This doctrine 
[of class struggle] is evidently lacking if the bourgeoisie and the 
proletariat do not stand opposed to one other.”76 

The result is a strangely indeterminate determinism: an objectivity 
that relies fundamentally on subjective interventions. It was on the 
terrain of this conditional determinism that Sorel understood his own 
historical role: if the Marxist theory of revolution requires the 
fulfillment of a number of precise conditions that have been lost, then 
the task is to reestablish those conditions—that is, the separation of 
the classes. Then and only then can any sort of “determinism” and 
“certainty” can be restored to the Marxist system: “Only then is the 
development of capitalism pursued with that rigor which so struck 
Marx, and which seemed to him comparable to that of a natural 
law.”77. Toward this end, proletarian violence intervenes by 
performing a double function, operating on both sides of the 
dialectical opposition. 


Not only does violence mythically unify the working class in its 
self-activity, but it also unifies the bourgeoisie in the process. In an 
irony surpassed only by Marx’s own celebration of the revolutionary 
character of capitalism, Sorel lauds the most warlike elements among 
the capitalist class, and scorns the “conservative mediocrity” of those 
capitalists who, “led astray by the tricks of the preachers of morals and 
sociology ... wish to break with the barbarism of their elders.” If 
capitalists back down from their own role in the class struggle, “then 
one part of the forces which were to produce the capitalist tendency 
instead functions to its hindrance, an element of chance is introduced, 
and the future of the world becomes completely indeterminate.”7s 
“(T]he role of violence in history appears as of the utmost 
importance,” precisely because it counteracts this tendency by 
providing a sharp lesson in barbarism. While helping to consolidate 
working-class identity, “in an indirect manner [violence] can [also] 
operate on the bourgeoisie so as to remind them of their own class 
sentiment.” 

Workers are thus encouraged to “repay with black ingratitude the 
benevolence of those who wish to protect the workers, to meet with 
insults the homilies of the defenders of human fraternity, and to 
respond by blows to the advances of the propagators of social peace ... 
[this] is a very practical way of indicating to the bourgeoisie that they 
must occupy themselves with their own affairs and that only.”79 
Capitalists must be reminded that “they have nothing to gain from the 
works of social peace or from democracy” and that “they have been 
badly advised by the people who persuaded them to abandon their 
trade of creators of productive forces for the noble profession of 
educators of the proletariat.” Then and only then will they regain a 
modicum of what Sorel admits to have been their original, heroic, and 
creative energy, operating dialectically upon the proletariat in turn. 
“The two antagonistic classes act upon one other,” setting into motion 
a virtuous cycle of polarization that hardens identities on both sides: 
“the more ardently capitalist the bourgeoisie, the more the proletariat 
will be full of a warlike spirit and confident of its revolutionary force, 
the more certain the movement will be.”so 

In its two-sidedness, this dynamic would seem to share much with 
the sort of mutual progress toward self-consciousness found in Hegel’s 
master-slave dialectic. But at the same time, Sorel’s formulation moves 
conspicuously beyond Hegel. Not only would Sorel be suspicious of 
the idea that a Hegelian politics of recognition might emerge from the 
class war—and indeed would likely fear the danger of a false 
universalism this might entail—but most fundamentally, Sorel’s 
dialectics, like Fanon’s after him, contains no presumption of an 
automatic movement. If violence has a two-sided impact, it 


nevertheless finds its source on one pole of the renewed class divide. 
“Proletarian violence,” and only proletarian violence, can “make the 
future revolution certain”—subjective intervention to reconstitute 
objectivity. “A growing and solidly organized working class can force 
the capitalist class to remain fervent in the industrial struggle; if a 
united and revolutionary proletariat confronts a rich bourgeoisie 
hungry for conquest, capitalist society will reach its historical 
perfection.”81 

The future peril faced by the world can only be avoided “if the 
proletariat attaches itself stubbornly to revolutionary ideas, so as to 
realize as much as possible Marx’s conception”: “Everything may be 
saved if the proletariat, by their use of violence, manage to re- 
establish the division into classes ... Proletarian violence ... appears 
thus as a very beautiful and very heroic thing; it is at the service of 
the fundamental interests of civilization ... it may save the world from 
barbarism.”s2 It might seem ironic that Sorel here invokes the 
opposition between civilization and barbarism, after urging capitalists 
to embrace the “barbarism of their elders” and suggesting that 
socialism similarly need not be “frightened of its own barbarism.”s83 

But barbarism here is faithful to the xenophobia of the Greek 
barbaros: to embrace barbarity is to embrace the cultural 
incommensurably of speaking an entirely different language, the 
irreconcilable nature of the class divide. That barbarism stands on the 
horizon as a threat as well is a gesture toward the dialectics such 
opposition set into motion, the infinitely deferred horizon of which 
would transcend barbarism entirely.s4 Against the common opposition 
that Luxemburg and many since have posed between “socialism or 
barbarism,” Sorel’s reply would be characteristically provocative: 
socialism through barbarism. A barbarism to end barbarism may seem 
paradoxical, but no more so than the subjective objectivity of a 
violence to end violence. It is the civility of the professors of social 
peace that makes dialectical progress impossible, and the barbarian 
purveyors of proletarian violence who—momentarily allied with their 
class enemies through the fury of their antagonism—have become its 
saviors.85 

Simply reestablishing the objective movement of Marx’s historical 
system does not tell us much with regard to where we will end up, 
however. For a thinker as epistemologically skeptical as Sorel, with so 
narrow a notion of science and a deep-seated hostility toward utopias, 
all we will know is that we are once again on the path. It is in part 
due to the sheer generativity he grants to proletarian violence, which 
“entirely changes the appearance of all the conflicts in which it plays a 
part,” that his dialectics remain stubbornly open ended.so Proletarian 
violence merely forces the dialectic of history, now rusty and having 


ground to a halt, tentatively into motion once again: it tells us little of 
our destination. 


Fascism and Decolonization 


By rejecting the natural basis of class antagonisms and setting into 
motion an open-ended class struggle stripped of determinism and 
teleology, Sorel’s dialectics is a far cry from a sort of separatist class 
nationalism. But this point only raises in a more urgent way the 
question of actual nationalisms, a question that moves in two different 
directions and poses two distinct challenges to this project of a 
decolonized dialectics and Sorel’s relation to such a project. First, 
there is the persistent suspicion that Sorel himself was a protofascist, 
which if true would represent a clear threat to his incorporation into a 
revolutionary—much less a dialectical and decolonial—politics. 
Second, and from the opposite direction, there is the suspicion that all 
nationalisms are fundamentally the same, with some extreme 
arguments suggesting that anticolonial nationalism is itself a form of 
fascism. Setting aside caricatures on both sides, the real question lies 
somewhere between the two: How to reconcile Sorel’s rejection of 
unity in favor of rupture with processes of decolonization that center 
not on class but the nation? 

In a fascinating appendix on “Unity and Multiplicity” that Sorel 
added to the second edition of Reflections on Violence published in 
1910, he broadened his attack on unity while further radicalizing the 
open-endedness of his dialectics. Whereas biology “can never consider 
the function of an organ without relating it to the whole living being,” 
“Social philosophy is obliged ... to proceed to a diremption, to examine 
certain parts without taking into account all of the ties which connect 
them to the whole, to determine in some manner the character of their 
activity by pushing them toward independence. When it has thus 
arrived at the most perfect understanding, it can no longer attempt to 
reconstitute the broken unity.”87 While the object of Sorel’s critique 
here is the notion of biological unity, his argument applies equally 
well to both forms of “recentering” identified by Foucault: “the 
dialectical and the biological.”ss 

For many Hegelians, the inverse of the “aspiration to totality” was 
and remains a severe anxiety toward the moment of diremption, 
division, and rupture.so By privileging the moment of diremptive 
rupture and explicitly disavowing efforts to “reconstitute the broken 
unity,” Sorel is distancing himself not only from the predominant, 
totality-bound Hegelian-Marxist tradition, which privileges the 
reconstitution of unity over the dialectical moment par excellence— 
that of division and combat—but also from any plausible suggestion 


that he was a forerunner of European fascism.90 To dispel but one 
powerful example, Zeev Sternhell argues that fascist ideology is 
“above all a rejection of ‘materialism’ ” that “did not depend on a 
class struggle” and notably “constituted a totality.”91 Moreover, 
fascism—for Sternhell—sought to create cross-class “harmony” 
grounded in the organic nation and embodied in the state. As we have 
seen, however, Sorel hates nothing so much as social harmony, loathes 
the biologized unity of the nation, and views proletarian struggles as 
seeking the destruction of the state. By claiming Sorel as a fascist 
precursor, Sternhell has miraculously transformed him into his 
opposite—a prime example of the “shabby exercises in logic” 
characteristic of many treatments of Sorel.92 

In the words of one of Sorel’s closest collaborators, Edouard Berth, 
“We must not forget the radical difference that separates fascist 
violence from Sorelian violence. The latter is the true violence, that 
which tends to destroy the traditional state and institute a free order. 
The former is by definition only a bourgeois force.”93 While Sorel’s 
political friendships were deeply suspect, there was a deep incongruity 
—even an outright contradiction—between the radical social war 
posed by his dialectics of class struggle and the radical nationalism 
some of his disciples would embrace. Even the sympathy for Sorel 
exhibited by the reactionary jurist Carl Schmitt bears this out. 
Whereas Schmitt’s attentiveness to the friend-enemy distinction 
certainly echoes Sorel, Schmitt’s ultimate critique, that Sorel neglects 
that “the energy of nationalism is greater than the myth of class 
conflict,” only serves to sharply underline the vast gulf separating the 
class struggle from the national struggle.94 

Any attempt to expand Sorel’s radicalized dialectic beyond the 
realm of the class war must therefore look beyond and away from 
fascism, but few have been willing to do so. Some have sought 
Sorelian resonances in the Nation of Islam, for example, but Sorel’s 
dialectical open-endedness points beyond such hermetic separatism.95 
Others fall into the double error of folding Sorel into debates about so- 
called Black fascism and Black racism—neglecting both the fact that 
such categories are as nonsensical and imaginary as “reverse-racism” 
and that Sorel was hardly a fascist to begin with.9s To accommodate 
Sorelian dialectics on the global scale requires a far different 
approach, a more resolutely dialectical view in which division and 
rupture are foregrounded and combatively insisted upon. It would be, 
in other words, more Malcolm X than Elijah Muhammad, more Fanon 
than Marcus Garvey.97 

But even if Sorel’s dialectics of class warfare is acquitted on the 
trumped-up charge of fascism, what possible relevance could this 
thinker have for decolonial struggles? After all, some of Sorel’s 


sympathizers threw their weight behind not only Benito Mussolini’s 
fascism, but also the Italian invasion and later annexation of Libya. 
But the question is the same: what did these disciples do with Sorel’s 
thought? What his own “zealous disciples” did—indeed, what they 
had to do—was to transpose Sorel’s dialectic of class struggle, the 
internal rupture of the social totality into two incommensurable sides, 
onto the framework of the nation. But to do so was an undeniable 
betrayal of the combative division at its heart and the open-endedness 
of its dynamic motion. It was only through the most difficult and 
unconvincing ideological acrobatics that the invasion of Libya could 
be described as “proletarian nationalism” or, in the words of Robert 
Michels, “the imperialism of a poor people.”98 Rather than such 
unfaithful disciples, we would be better advised to turn to those other 
zealots on the receiving end of the colonial onslaught. Once we do so, 
it becomes clear that Sorel’s radicalized dialectic of class struggle is 
not already decolonial, but it does nevertheless open some necessary 
doors toward a decolonized dialectics. 

First, and at the broadest methodological level, Sorel’s revisionist 
impulse, his rejection of received dogmas—Marxist or otherwise—in 
favor of the concrete analysis of social conditions, will prove a sine 
qua non for decolonial dialecticians. Struggling under the yoke of 
Comintern orthodoxy, José Carlos Mariategui would attempt to craft a 
revolutionary socialism suited to Latin American reality, and 
generations of Black revolutionaries like George Padmore, Richard 
Wright, C. L. R. James, and Aimé Césaire were first drawn into and 
then pushed away from official communist parties unable to respond 
to the questions facing Black people.s7 While Marx’s words often 
became mere props for the most ossified political forms, it was 
arguably in the colonized and decolonizing world that the combative 
spirit of Marx was best able to flourish and transform. While Sorel’s 
focus was on the historical variability of capitalism in his own context, 
his insistence that Marx’s own historical studies show “different 
phases [of capitalist development] taking place in a diverse order and 
in different historical epochs” opens up an important space for 
contingency, uneven development, and autonomous struggles that 
points toward decolonization and _ liberation from orthodox 
stageism.100 

Second, in rejecting the inevitability of historical movement and 
identifying existing blockages to the revolutionary dialectic of class 
struggle, Sorel was acutely aware of the dangers of false universals 
masquerading as ethical systems, whether their reference point is an 
idealized present (latitudinal totality) or a future harmonious society 
(longitudinal totality). He thereby opened a space for the subjective 
rupture and struggle that while necessary in his context to jumpstart 


the class struggle would also prove necessary—arguably more so—for 
overcoming those same universals that impede a decolonized dialectic. 
It almost goes without saying that the idea of history moving 
incessantly forward, propelled by its own internal logic, has rarely 
been convincing for colonized and enslaved subjects who have 
endured both the social death of stasis and genuine reversals by brute 
force.101 The same could be said for notions of social harmony in the 
present and, more radically still, for preconceived dialectics of the 
future. 

Third, Sorel was attentive at an exceptionally early stage to the 
impact of ideology, in part because he had loosened the bonds of 
economic determinism in a necessary way, allowing him to grasp not 
only the arresting the dialectic but also the mythical mobilization of 
revolutionary ideology toward a renewal, a jumpstarting, of dialectical 
motion. As a result, he could be seen as intervening in long-standing 
Marxist debates regarding force and as resisting the tendency—in 
Engels’s Anti-Diihring and elsewhere—to assert the importance of the 
economic by downplaying the autonomy of force. These are debates 
that Fanon would engage with directly, and the foregrounding of force 
and violence—be they reactionary or revolutionary, freezing history 
or pressing it forward—would prove characteristic of decolonial 
dialectics. 

Fourth, Sorel’s insistence on deepening the ethical diremption 
between the classes, dividing them to the point of incommensurability 
and the breaking point of dialectical linkages, both allows for the 
subjective reengagement of the dialectic of class combat and facilitates 
its decolonization. By categorically distinguishing bourgeois force 
from proletarian violence, absolutely condemning the former as he 
absolutely validates the latter, Sorel’s framework legitimizes 
combative working-class self-activity. But it also crucially builds 
bridges to the anticolonial struggle by allowing a similarly absolute 
distinction, a vast gulf, between the nationalism of the powerful 
(fascism included) and the nationalism of the weak, stoking the 
suspicion that these, too, differ not in degree but in kind. If 
Jacobinism is understood as upholding the state as a structure of 
hierarchical minority rule, moreover, this anti-Jacobin violence will 
find its resonance in the decolonial realm as well. By pressing the 
limits of the dialectic, moreover, Sorel points toward the realm 
beyond dialectical oppositions that Fanon would call nonbeing and 
Dussel would call exteriority, simultaneously barriers to dialectical 
motion and its necessary footholds. 

Sorel’s ethical diremption is arguably epitomized by his subversion 
of the opposition between civilization and barbarism, and _ this 
insistence that the “civilizing mission” of the bourgeoisie must be 


thrown back in their faces is one that decolonial thinkers would take 
to new lengths. In fact, this was Césaire’s essential lesson: that the 
civilizers (Europe) were themselves decivilized and brutalized by their 
own violence, and thereby complicit in the barbarity unleashed when 
“the bourgeoisie is awakened by a terrific boomerang effect” and “the 
continent proceeds toward savagery” in the European holocaust.102 
Europe’s civilizing mission was the “principal lie that is the source of 
all the others” and colonization itself the “bridgehead in a campaign 
to civilize barbarism, from which there may emerge at any moment 
the negation of civilization.”103 For Sorel, moreover, this insight is 
nested within an antidevelopmentalist rejection of mimicry that will 
find similar expression in Mariategui and Fanon as a rejection of the 
stages prescribed by Marxist orthodoxy and the mimicry of European 
nations. 

Finally, and crucially, by loosening the determinism between the 
economic and the political, Sorel’s framework counterintuitively 
insists on the reestablishment of a traditional class opposition while 
simultaneously opening the door to its transcendence. In other words, 
Sorel’s emphasis on class as a mythical construction, especially when 
paired with his imperative to heterodox revisionism, inadvertently 
creates space for the sort of reconfiguration of class structure that will 
prove necessary not only for a concrete analysis of economic 
conditions in the (formerly) colonized world, but also for a 
reconceptualization of the revolutionary subject to be constructed. It is 
this crucial step that allows for a decolonization of dialectical 
struggles that draws together combative identities from class to race to 
nation to people to accommodate a move across the “colonial 
difference.”104 

While these elements, drawn from the internal imperatives of the 
European class struggle, do not in and of themselves constitute a 
ready-made decolonized dialectics, such a reworking of dialectical 
theory is not possible without them. And while this is not to claim 
Sorel as the origin or necessary source for such a dialectics, it does 
clearly explain why his work has remained directly influential for 
decolonial dialecticians from Maridtegui to Fanon.i05 It is no 
coincidence, then, that when Sorel defended Lenin’s attempt to “force 
history” through a resort to the political will, he did so by turning to 
Marx’s late comments on the Russian Mir or Obshchina communes. 
There, Marx began to call into question the linearity and determinism 
of his own historical dialectic, suggesting that existing communal 
structures might provide a direct jumping-off point toward 
communism. 

And it was these very same texts that would provide generations of 
third-world Marxists with the hope that they need not necessarily pass 


through capitalism as a painful way station toward a communal 
future. This confirmed Sorel’s already well-established suspicion that 
“true Marxism is not as absolute in its predictions as the enemies of 
Lenin would very much like to have it.”106 Not least important among 
these predictions was the idea that the world revolution would be one 
simply of class against class, a belief that within a few decades of 
Sorel’s death would be relegated to the dustbin of history by the 
global outbreak of decolonial struggles. No single individual 
epitomizes more directly this anticolonial upsurge—and certainly 
none delineates its unfolding dialectic more convincingly—than Frantz 
Fanon. 


CHAPTER 2 


TOWARD A NEW DIALECTICS OF RACE 


Sartre’s Disavowal 


The searing venom that Jean-Paul Sartre reserved for Sorel in his 
preface to Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth is well known, but less noted 
is the disavowal that it contains.1 His nonchalance notwithstanding, 
Sartre’s dismissal of Sorel appears at a crucial moment in the text, 
where he offers the second of two reasons that Europeans must “have 
the courage to read” Fanon’s book: the world-historic dialectical role 
of violence. Here both the imperative to disavowal and peculiarity of 
the gesture become patent: “if you set aside Sorel’s fascist utterances, 
you will find that Fanon is the first since Engels to return the midwife 
of history to the light.”2 To understand violence, Sartre implies, is to 
understand—in Marx’s and Engels’s famous phrase—“the midwife of 
history,” and of the many attempts to grasp this assisted birth of the 
new, but three figures stand out: Engels, Sorel, and now Fanon.3 The 
praise could not be more explicit! And yet the second of these must be 
“set aside [écartez].” Either due to his own sympathies or as a 
provocative rejection of French intellectual pieties, Fanon would not 
bother distancing himself from Sorel, even alluding playfully to his 
intellectual forbear by describing the first chapter of Wretched of the 
Earth as his own “réflexions sur la violence.”4 As we will see, however, 
Sartre had already been combatively pummeled and transformed by 
the same violent dialectics he now celebrated so infamously, with the 
unchecked fervor of a new disciple. 

Sartre’s disavowal, his attempt to drive a wedge between Sorel and 
Fanon to rescue the latter from the taint of the former, is symptomatic 
of the overwhelming majority of critics.s As a result, reconciling these 
two thinkers is a difficult and even daunting task, and all the more so 


when the grounds for this reconciliation is political identity. How to 
square Sorel’s stubborn class-centrism with Fanon, for whom class was 
always an important but secondary phenomenon and for whom the 
central category of identification was first blackness, or negritude (in 
Black Skin, White Masks), and later the decolonial nation (in Wretched 
of the Earth)? Further, if what defines Sorel’s radicalized dialectic of 
class struggle is precisely his insistence on pressing class rupture to 
the breaking point at which the (national) social totality is itself called 
into question and even disintegrated, then how to reconcile this 
combative division with Fanonian decolonization, and in particular 
Fanon’s emphasis on a third-world nationalism housed in the state? 

For those attempting to draw Sorel and Fanon together, however, 
one path stands out for its relative ease of travel, the brush having 
been cleared and the analytic soil tilled by a thinker no less incisive 
than Sartre’s most eloquent critic, Hannah Arendt. In On Violence, 
Arendt draws Sorel and Fanon together not according to the 
underlying structure of their dialectics, but rather according to their 
shared emphasis on violence and their efforts (heretical, for Arendt) to 
politicize this essentially antipolitical concept.c But Arendt’s rigid 
definition of violence as “incapable of speech,” as mute and muting, as 
mortal threat to power as collective action, is wholly incompatible 
with what both Sorel and Fanon mean by the term.7 Hers is a violence 
that is by definition undialectical, incapable of unleashing a 
transformative chain of confrontations except toward the certainty of 
its own increase. By contrast, Sorel’s violence, as we have seen (and 
Fanon’s, as we will see), is profoundly “productive” in Foucault’s 
terms, generating political identities and transforming those identities 
and the world. This is, in short, not a mute violence at all, but a 
violence that speaks volumes. By reducing violence to its formal 
characteristics at the expense of its content, Arendt ironically both 
does “violence” (in her understanding) to their formulations—muting 
the richness of their radical dialectics of identity—and, more 
dangerously, abandons to the “technicians” a dynamic that even she 
would have to recognize as profoundly political. 

Ours is a more difficult and less-trodden path, that of drawing 
together Sorel and Fanon not strictly on the basis of violence—and 
certainly not through such formalistic misinterpretations—but instead 
by locating violence within the broader chain reaction that binds it to 
the identities it generates and the radicalized dialectics it sets into 
motion. By doing so, we can begin to think race, class, and the nation 
anew by neither reducing one to the other nor separating these 
identities hermetically from their contexts, but instead by grasping 
their shared dialectics and even the microdialectics of their mutual 
interplay. But to do so requires that we begin prior to Fanon’s explicit 


analysis of violence, stepping back to a moment when the gulf 
between him and Sartre, mutual respect notwithstanding, was 
considerably wider. It was within the pages of Fanon’s earliest work, 
Black Skin, White Masks, that he underwent a process similar to Sorel’s 
in the aftermath of The Trial of Socrates, driven by force away from 
dreams of universal harmony and toward a combative political 
practice rooted in the decolonization of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic 
and an embrace of black identity. 

“As long as the black man remains on his home territory,” Fanon 
wrote, reflecting critically on his own early years, “except for petty 
internal quarrels, he will not have to experience his being for others.”s 
While race was certainly a heavy presence in interwar Martinique, its 
aspirational reference point—whiteness, Frenchness—was largely held 
at arm’s length, allowing local racial distinctions to flourish and the 
self-congratulatory illusions of the relatively wealthier and lighter- 
skinned segments of Antillean society to thrive unchecked. It is only 
upon crossing the line demarcating metropole from colony—a line 
which in this case coincided with the vastness of the ocean—that one 
might experience “being for others,” which is to say, racism.9 One can 
subsist for many years in the racial daydreams of the colony, but 
following Sartre’s analysis of anti-Semitism, the later the colonial 
subject experiences colonial racism, “the more violent the shock.” 10 It 
is the lateness of Fanon’s own shock—which he documents within the 
pages of Black Skin, White Masks—that rattles Fanon’s universal 
pretensions, driving him for a time away from universal human love 
and into the dialectical detour of identity, away from the totalizing 
pretensions of reason and into a mythical irrationalism against 
unreasonable reason. 

Fanon’s own biographical and metaphorical crossing to the 
metropole was a subjective point of no return, after which he had 
“nothing in common” with the black subject (in the colony and 
elsewhere) who “wants to be white.” Where Fanon had initially 
approached the world with a spirit of generosity, he was denied access 
to universal humanity. The fifth chapter of Black Skin—the book’s 
centerpiece, on the “lived experience” of the racialized subject— 
instead “shows the black man confronted with his race ... striving 
desperately to discover the meaning of black identity” and the 
dialectics it sets into motion.11 The path of the universal foreclosed 
upon, Fanon was driven repeatedly backward, forced to seek a new 
outlet for his humanity in combative rupture. Knowing full well the 
irrationality of race, he was left with no alternative but to embrace 
Black identity and to embrace it fully—mythically and violently—in 
the hope that doing so would provide racialized subjects with the 
necessary “ontological resistance” to jumpstart the Hegelian dialectic 


of recognition.12 

Despite the very different registers Sorel and Fanon deploy, we will 
see a fundamental correspondence between the two. Fanon’s 
counterontological violence, like Sorel’s proletarian violence, is 
irreconcilable with the sort of repressive, Jacobin force that upholds 
hierarchical minority rule (class domination for Sorel, racist- 
ontological disqualification for Fanon). For both, the uncritical unity 
of the present—social duty and harmony for Sorel, emancipation and 
formal equality for Fanon—conceals and maintains inequalities by 
halting dialectical motion, and for both a determinist and teleological 
dialectics of history serves to contain progress rather than advance 
it.13 Both thinkers, as a result, instead throw themselves headlong into 
combative division as the only possible path toward an eventual 
reconciliation. But even then, Fanon’s misgivings about the dialectic 
will remain as tangible as Sorel’s, and he will push still further, 
upbraiding even Sartre himself for having betrayed the Black struggle 
by containing its self-activity within a teleological and Eurocentric 
dialectic. Against such preemptive closure, Fanon formulates a 
decolonized and open-ended master-slave dialectic in which universal 
reconciliation is infinitely deferred, before later projecting this 
framework outward onto the global movement of decolonization. 


Rebuffed from the Universal 


Fanon was a reluctant participant in the dialectic of Black identity. 
Indeed, one would be hard-pressed to find a thinker more universal in 
aspiration and character. His entire being ached for the universal, for 
a fully reconciled humanity, and it was for the universal that he 
himself screamed, wept, and finally, prayed. He begins: 


Toward a new humanism ... 
Understanding among men ... 
Our colored brothers ... 

I believe in you, Man ... 

To understand and to love ...14 


And concludes similarly: 


Superiority? Inferiority? 

Why not simply try to touch the other, feel the other, to reveal 
ourselves to one another? 

Was my freedom not given to me to build the world of the You? 1s 


Here was a man for whom race, the ultimate crime against human 
unity, had no objective standing. “Blacks” only exist as such on the 


basis of “a series of affective disorders” resulting from a process of 
racialization in which, paraphrasing Sartre’s analysis of anti-Semitism, 
“It is the racist who creates the inferiorized.”16 Given his explicit and 
generous openness to the world, it would not be easy for Fanon to 
descend into the conflictive realm of Black identity, since to do so 
would threaten to rupture the human community as a harmonious 
totality. 

The opening scene of this phenomenological retreat into Black 
identity, in which Fanon himself was “confronted with his race,” is the 
now-famous “Look! A Negro!” of young child to mother. That even a 
child could so easily reduce him to an object dealt a crushing blow to 
Fanon’s optimistic universalism, and his response to it contained an 
embryonic dialectic of revolutionary identity and violence. Desiring 
only the ethical intersubjectivity of the “world of the You,” he was 
instead “fixed” by the gaze of the Other as a slide is “fixed” in 
preparation for the microscope, and “sealed into ... crushing 
objecthood.”17 In an intersubjective world, to lose one’s status as a 
subject is to lose the world as well, and here as elsewhere, Sartre’s 
earlier observations regarding the hostility of the Other’s gaze gain for 
Fanon a burdensome, racialized reality: “I existed in triple: I was 
taking up room. I approached the other ... and the Other, evasive, 
hostile, but not opaque, transparent and absent, vanished. Nausea.”18 

Fanon had offered the (white) world an exchange on the most 
generous of terms: forgetting (of slavery, a history of racist violence, 
and even the abuses of the present) for integration, but true 
integration was not to be had, and his disbelief that such a kind offer 
could be rejected is palpable: “What? Whereas I was prepared to 
forget, to forgive, and to love, my message was flung back at me like a 
slap in the face. The white world, the only decent one, was preventing 
me from participating. It demanded that a man behave like a man. It 
demanded of me that I behave like a black man—or at least like a Negro. 
I hailed the world and the world amputated my enthusiasm.”19 Here, 
in the distance separating “man” from “black man” and “black man” 
from “Negro,” the human universal begins to splinter in tandem with 
Fanon’s own fragmented ego. But even this amputation, this slap in 
the face, was not enough to dampen Fanon’s longing for the universal, 
and this initial rebuff only sets in motion an elaborate intradialectical 
dance, a double helix of generosity and rejection by the racist world, 
courtship and flight, anticipation and trauma. 

As rationalist as he was universalist, Fanon’s first resort was to turn 
the “knife blades” of reason against this assault by the unreasonable. 
He set about gathering the objective proof of his equality, a classic 
idealist intent on proving whiteness wrong and thus reconstituting the 
broken unity of humanity: “Reason was assured of victory on every 


level. I reintegrated the brotherhood of man. But soon I was 
disillusioned. Victory was playing cat and mouse; it was thumbing its 
nose at me.”20 Fanon soon realized that he was up against the 
irrational.21 Or rather, a double irrationality: not only is it irrational to 
embrace an imaginary system of racial difference, but that difference 
is itself structured according to the question of reason itself. White 
Europeans (no matter how irrational) are the bearers of reason, and 
even the most educated among the colonized are still held to different 
standards. As Fanon seethingly put it, even for the sympathetic 
surrealist André Breton, his teacher Aimé Césaire was simply “a great 
black poet.”22 

You cannot reason with the fundamentally, structurally 
unreasonable, and Fanon soon found racial Manichaeism descending 
like Du Bois’s veil. Neither history nor biology, philosophy nor 
psychology, would prove the corruption of whiteness to _ its 
beneficiaries, and neither love nor language would allow for his own 
assimilation into it. This discovery, which doomed not only reason but 
also the human universal it claimed to reflect, was powerfully 
traumatic for Fanon. Whereas traditional psychoanalysis is attentive to 
the trauma of the child confronting the rational, Fanon inverts this 
equation for the colonized and racialized by interjecting a moment of 
epistemic decolonization: “for a man armed solely with reason,” 
paradigmatically, the colonized, “there is nothing more neurotic than 
contact with the irrational.”23 

Even Hegelian dialectics—reason inscribed longitudinally in history 
—was in on the act, conscripted into the work of white supremacy. 
When Fanon countered claims of Black backwardness by pointing to 
the accomplishments of African history, he suffered viscerally the sort 
of dialectical “recolonization” that so worried Foucault. These 
accomplishments were simply folded with a condescending nod into a 
long historical progression in which white Europe stands as the 
pinnacle of civilization: “you reconcile us with ourselves.” Fanon was 
cornered: “So they were countering my irrationality with rationality, 
my rationality with the ‘true rationality.” At my every move, I was 
losing. I tested my heredity. I did a complete diagnosis of my sickness. 
I wanted to be typically black—that was out of the question. I wanted 
to be white—that was a joke. And when I tried to claim my negritude 
intellectually as a concept, they snatched it away from me. They 
proved to me that my effort was nothing but a term in the dialectic.” 24 
Frozen and fixed by the white gaze, anguished and traumatized by 
this assault on reason and the impossibility of recourse to it, and 
seemingly immobilized without dialectical outlet, Fanon saw clearly 
that white supremacy was not simply a bad idea but a structuring 
premise of the world. 


Faced with this perversely inverted Hegelianism in which only the 
irrational is real, it would be no surprise to find Fanon initially 
hesitant to embrace a dialectical framework, and as we will see this 
would not be his last dialectical betrayal. But like Sorel before him 
and Dussel after him, Fanon’s skepticism toward dialectics led him not 
to reject the dialectical tradition entirely, but instead pressed him 
toward the sort of radical reformulation that emerges only at the 
breaking point. Desperate for any path that might lead toward the 
universal, or at least beyond the impasse of white supremacy, Fanon 
crafted a decolonized dialectics that centered the radical assertion of 
Black identity in the present at the expense of all determinism, 
teleology, and preemptive reconciliation. Embracing Black identity 
was not a choice that Fanon made willingly, but no amount of training 
in existential philosophy with its talk of absolute freedom could 
withstand brutal collision with the white-supremacist world: “I had to 
choose. What am I saying? I had no choice.” 25 


Decolonizing the Master-Slave Dialectic 


It is at the intersection of Fanon’s all-too-human curiosity about his 
own inhumanity—“again I want to know why”—and the 
condemnation to choose in the absence of freedom, that he forges 
ahead to reformulate and ultimately decolonize Hegel’s dialectic of 
lord and bondsman, master and slave.26 He does so in four moments, 
each pointing toward an aspect of his reformulated dialectic. First, he 
confronts like Sorel a situation in which dialectical motion is blocked 
from the outset, although for reasons more ontological than 
ideological. Whereas Hegel presumed a shared basis for reciprocity 
and ultimately recognition, Fanon diagnoses the existence of a “zone 
of nonbeing” inhabited by the racialized, which prevents the dialectic 
from entering into motion to begin with. Second, confronted with this 
absence of reciprocity—and lack of dialectical motion—Fanon turns to 
the one-sided subjective combat set into motion by those disqualified 
nonbeings. This combat takes the precise form of the “violent” self- 
assertion of Black identity, a “making oneself known” that prepares 
the basis for further dialectical movement. 

However, in a third moment, this Black self-assertion at the heart of 
Fanon’s dialectics is immediately beset by the risk of a false 
universalism in the guise of formal emancipation and equality. Like 
Sorel’s much-loathed ideology of social harmony, formal equality 
enters Fanon’s framework as a threat, dulling identity and whittling 
down the oppositions necessary for continued dialectical motion, 
something that must be similarly combatted. Fourth and finally, as 
Fanon’s dialectic lunges forward, he confronts the betrayal of an 


erstwhile comrade in Sartre, whose subsumption of race to class 
threatens to foreclose on the open-endedness of Fanon’s own 
approach. It is in fending off this dialectical threat—of the premature 
enclosure of race within a predetermined dialectic of class—that 
Fanon is forced to vaccinate his own dialectics against determinism, 
teleology, and closure in a far more radical manner than most (a 
critique that Sartre himself would eventually come to embrace). 

In its one-sided and mythical projection of Black identity, not to 
mention its radically open-ended deferral of dialectical resolution, 
Fanon’s violent dialectics of blackness shares much with Sorel’s own 
radicalized dialectic of class struggle. But Fanon’s dialectic sets out 
from a different location, the zone of nonbeing, which is specific to 
decolonial thought and serves as a fulcrum for epistemic 
decolonization. Setting out from the specificity of colonial reality, 
what Walter Mignolo would term the colonial difference, does more 
than shift the course of this decolonized dialectic: it transforms its 
every moment.27 

The name often given to Hegel’s master-slave dialectic is 
misleading, since it begins with neither masters nor slaves. Rather, it 
envisions two simple self-consciousnesses in pursuit of a truer self- 
consciousness, autonomy, and self-sufficiency (Selbststdndigkeit). The 
path toward self-consciousness passes inevitably through the other, 
who accordingly appears as if magnetically: a threat to be overcome 
but not avoided. Simple self-consciousness “sees itself in the other” 
and, as a result, “must set out to sublate [aufzuheben] the other self- 
sufficient essence in order to become certain of itself.”23 This 
attempted sublation—a process of cancelling while also preserving— 
takes the form of an ensuing “life and death struggle” through which 
“each proves his worth to himself, and ... both prove their worth to each 
other.”29 The circuit that passes through the other is not a one-way 
street, however, but is instead strictly two-sided, “the doubled 
movement of both self-consciousnesses,” in which “one-sided activity 
would be useless.”30 

Self-consciousness begins to develop through confrontation with the 
other standing before it, and in so doing the progress toward full 
humanity trumps mere biological existence and even requires risking 
that bare existence for something higher: “The individual who has not 
risked his life may admittedly be recognized as a person, but he has 
not achieved the truth of being recognized as a self-sufficient self- 
consciousness.”31 This process of progressing toward true humanity 
through struggle is more than simply two-sided for Hegel: it is 
symmetrical, albeit counterintuitively so, and even arguably circular. 
During the course of the struggle, one is subjected and becomes a 
slave, while the other prevails and emerges a master. Despite this 


apparently unequal outcome, however, Hegel’s dialectic presumes 
equality from the outset: both parties enter into conflict with the same 
standing (universal Grund, or Ground), and either could theoretically 
emerge as victor or vanquished.32 

This fundamental symmetry is only underscored by Hegel’s famous 
dialectical inversion, in which it is the slave who—by virtue of labor 
on and direct contact with the world—ultimately emerges as 
independent and autonomous.33 True self-consciousness thus requires 
struggle, but for Hegel this struggle is a characteristically circular 
affair, and this circularity is but a different way of grasping the 
symmetry of his point of departure: one must have ground upon 
which to stand, and absent the ontological Ground of Being no 
standing can occur. To lack standing is to lack the foundation on 
which to make a circular move that defends that very same ground, 
upholding what one can already rightfully claim. In Hegel’s strangely 
redundant dialectic, all enjoy the ground on which to stand, and this 
assumption is the weak point at which Fanon would launch his attack, 
taking Hegel to task for this uncritical circularity. 


THE ZONE OF NONBEING 


When Fanon, a Black man, sought recognition from the white Other 
shortly after arriving in France, he discovered something peculiar: that 
the Black subject suffers what Fanon deemed an ontological “flaw,” an 
absence of access to Being itself. Lacking “ontological resistance” in 
the eyes of whites—that is, not appearing as fully human or worthy of 
recognition—Black subjects lack an entry point into the dialectic of 
recognition itself and are forced to enter into a conflict that differs 
fundamentally from what Hegel had envisioned.34 Rather than two 
abstract and ahistorical subjects confronting one another on the 
smooth plane of guaranteed Being, Fanon instead found himself 
“overdetermined from the outside,” forced to shoulder the weight of 
an entire “historical-racial schema ... woven ... out of a thousand 
details, anecdotes, and stories.”35 

When Fanon approached the Other seeking reciprocity, the 
response was neither reciprocity nor even aggressive interest and 
attempted sublation, but a shattering objectification: “Locked in this 
suffocating reification, I appealed to the Other so that his liberating 
gaze ... would give me back the lightness of being I thought I had lost. 
But just as I get to the other slope I stumble, and the Other fixes me 
with his gaze ... I lose my temper, demand an explanation ... Nothing 
doing, I explode. Here are the fragments put together by another 
me.”36 Thus “locked into thinghood,” he does not appear as a subject 
to struggle against, much less to recognize, and the slope on which he 
stumbles is a slippery one that leads directly to the zone of 


nonbeing.37 Hegel’s dialectic is inaccessible by virtue of a short- 
circuit, its circularity of standing ground rendered a brutal farce for 
those lacking the ground on which to stand. Black subjects are seen— 
indeed, they are hypervisible—but they are not truly seen; they exist 
but they are not (human). 

According to Fanon, the “absolute reciprocity” of Hegel’s dialectic 
cannot hold beyond the abstract and ahistorical allegory of two simple 
self-consciousnesses, especially when the history and concreteness 
providing its content is that of colonization, chattel slavery, and white 
supremacy.3s This is because “the White is not only ‘the Other,’ but 
also the master, whether real or imaginary,” to which we could add 
that the master is not only the Other, but also white, the standard- 
bearer of Being empowered to deny it to those classified otherwise. 39 
Without reciprocity, the two sides of the dialectic fall back from the 
necessary struggle at its heart, a double movement that Fanon— 
somewhat characteristically—addresses most directly in an extended 
footnote: “For Hegel there is reciprocity; here the master scorns the 
consciousness of the slave. What he wants from the slave is not 
recognition but work.”40 The concrete, white master does not 
recognize the concrete, Black slave’s humanity on even the most basic 
level, and besides, in the very real history of slavery that escapes the 
simple dyad, the master can seek out recognition elsewhere. 41 

More perversely still, the slave falls prey to an ontological 
inferiority complex, either accepting subjection as deserved or futilely 
attempting to sneak into the realm of Being by becoming “white,” 
rather than busying himself or herself with that liberatory activity of 
laboring in the world or fighting for liberation. 


Likewise, the slave here can in no way be equated with the slave 
who loses himself in the object and finds the source of his liberation 
in his work. 

The black slave wants to be like his master. 

Therefore he is less independent than the Hegelian slave. 

For Hegel, the slave turns away from the master and turns 
toward the object. Here the slave turns toward the master and 
abandons the object.42 


And since Blacks are not merely black, but instead always black in 
relation to whiteness, this ontological distinction derails open conflict 
between self and other, dispersing it into compensatory horizontal 
struggles with their peers. As for Sorel, both sides of the dialectical 
opposition fail to play their part, albeit for very different reasons. 

In his critique of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic, Fanon thereby 
draws back the curtain to reveal what lies beneath the apparent 
universality of the Hegelian system, diagnosing a subontological realm 


below Being that renders ontological solutions “impossible.”43 This 
“zone of nonbeing, an extraordinarily sterile and arid region, an 
incline stripped bare of every essential” constitutes “a veritable hell” 
to which racialized subjects are condemned (as in the damnés of 
Fanon’s last book).44 This “hellish zone,” as philosopher Lewis Gordon 
calls it, is one fundamentally marked by absence, “a zone neither of 
appearance or disappearance.” Not only does this “below-Otherness” 
render politics—as publicity—impossible, but paralleling what we 
have seen in Sorel, the absence of a universal grounding renders ethics 
impossible as well: “damnation means that the black (or better, the 
blackened) lives the irrelevance of innocence ... the absence of a Self- 
Other dialectic in racist situations means the eradication of ethical 
relations. Where ethics is derailed, all is permitted.” 45 

Fanon’s diagnosis of the zone of nonbeing would have a seismic 
impact on his own reformulation of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic, but 
also far beyond it, operating as a veritable fulcrum for theoretical 
decolonization even beyond dialectics. Whereas Fanon’s work is often 
pigeonholed within recognition studies, his emphasis on the zone of 
nonbeing shows him instead to have been a pioneering contributor to 
a powerfully different approach that might be better understood as 
“nonrecognition studies.” And since one simply does not dialogue or 
reason with nonbeings, much less justify one’s actions or explain 
oneself to them, Fanon’s critique of recognition on the basis of 
nonbeing can be extended to reveal a similar and parallel circularity 
running from the Cartesian cogito to Habermasian discourse ethics. 

This zone of nonbeing is a realm inhabited by subterranean beings 
who, lacking access to ground, must first struggle to gain steady 
footing for the climb ahead. The predialectical struggle necessary to 
gain this ontological footing would not be an easy one, and certainly 
not the difficult but clear “mountain path to Canaan” of which W. E. 
B. Du Bois wrote.46 For equality to be contemplated, for recognition to 
even appear on the horizon, racialized subjects must first storm the 
fortified heaven of Being itself, but this would entail a mode of action 
far different from what Hegel had envisioned, one characterized more 
by backsliding on as-yet unstable ground than progress, testifying to a 
dialectics stripped of all certainty. 


MAKING ONESELF KNOWN 


Lacking the reciprocity necessary for the dialectic to enter smoothly 
into motion, these disqualified nonbeings have no choice but to 
initiate a one-sided struggle to gain it. “Since the other was reluctant 
to recognize me [me reconnaitre],” Fanon argued, “there remained 
only one solution: to make myself known [me faire connaitre].”47 
Fanon’s predialectical struggle to enforce the basis for symmetry 


through combat, and the counterontological violence it entails, could 
therefore be best summarized in these three words: making oneself 
known. It is only through such initial struggle that disqualified 
nonbeings can crack the surface of ontological Ground from beneath 
and emerge into the full light of day. 

We return to the train in Lyon for a moment, for the concluding act 
of Fanon’s dramatic encounter with white mother and child, and 
consequently, with himself. What begins with the objectification of 
“Look! A Negro!” provokes first a tight smile, then feigned enjoyment 
that immediately collides with its own impossibility, leaving both 
“Negro” and child trembling: 


I can feel the familiar rush of blood surge up from the innumerable 
dispersions of my being. I am about to lose my temper. The fire had 
died a long time ago, and once again the Negro is trembling. 

“Look how handsome that Negro is ...” 

“The handsome Negro says, ‘Fuck you,’ madame!” 

Shame flooded her face. At last I was freed from my rumination. 
I accomplished two things at once: I identified my enemies and I 
made a scene. Overjoyed. Now we could have some fun. 

The battlefield having been drawn up, I entered the lists.4s 


Why should identifying an enemy, not to mention making a scene, 
provoke such a seismic ontological shift? Because to discover an 
enemy, and to discover it clearly, is also to turn away from the master 
and discover something essential about oneself—to establish one’s 
own identity in opposition to the other, identity and enmity 
intertwined at the heart of dialectical possibility. Indeed, Fanon’s 
sheer joy at the prospect of the battlefield speaks to the predialectical 
barriers he has already begun to clear from his path: “I had incisors to 
test. I could feel that they were sturdy.”49 

As we saw above, the blockage that race constitutes for the 
Hegelian master-slave dialectic is a double one, in which the master 
cannot turn toward the slave, and the slave cannot turn away from the 
master. Overcoming this impasse must similarly trace the contours of 
the two-way street that is self-consciousness. It must somehow force 
the master to open his eyes to the being of the (Black) other, and to 
disalienate the slave, to rid her of her long-cultivated inferiority 
complex and make possible independence in work (or as we will see, 
struggle as work). On the subjective side, Fanon’s outburst creates a 
euphoric exhilaration whose practical effects could hardly be 
exaggerated. From being denied the world, he suddenly sits “astride” 
it, “my heels digging into its flanks, I rub the neck of the world like 
the high priest rubbing between the eyes of his sacrificial victim.”50 

The external impact of Fanon’s violent self-assertion of blackness is 


inextricably tied to its internal impact; the very same gesture that frees 
the Black subject from her self-alienation, that makes possible a 
“turning away” from the master does not leave the master untouched. 
What is stolen is not merely the master’s property, the runaway slave, 
but his unquestioned dominance of the world itself. The master, 
suspicious and fearful, “must have felt an aftershock he was unable to 
identify.” Worried that his slave might have stolen something of value, 
he stops and frisks her, searches her pockets and interrogates her. “At 
last I had been recognized,” even if only as an object of anxiety. “I was 
no longer a nothingness.”51 Just as Sorel’s proletarian violence seeks 
to reset the dialectical mechanism by simultaneously projecting 
working-class identity and provoking bourgeois ferocity, Fanon’s 
combative self-assertion has the same dual function. 

Fanon’s presence before white eyes lacks ontological weight, his 
arguments lack rational weight, and this “weightlessness”—this lack of 
gravity in both its senses—leads him to explode, an explosion that is 
simultaneously violent and mythical. Fanon’s outburst on the train is 
mythical in that it projects identity and enmity, but also in the 
enthusiasm it entails. If Fanon had earlier insisted that zealousness 
[l’enthousiasme] is the untrustworthy weapon of the powerless, then 
this is the moment that he embraces his own _ ontological 
powerlessness.52 And if he had been and remained deeply suspicious 
of Black identity, this was the moment in which he gave himself over 
to that as well, projecting the firmness of an absolute identity—not 
merely “making himself known” as an individual, as an enlightened 
rational subject suited for formal citizenship, but rather asserting 
himself “as BLACK.”53 

Conceding to the double irrationality of the world, Fanon assumes 
the mythical identity imposed upon him enthusiastically, as a mantle 
for struggle. “I had rationalized the world, and the world had rejected 
me in the name of color prejudice. Since there was no way we could 
agree on the basis of reason, I resorted to irrationality. It was up to the 
white man to be more irrational than I ... I am made of the irrational; 
I splash about in the irrational. Irrational up to my neck.”54 Forced 
into a corner, Fanon had thrown himself desperately into Césaire’s 
“black hole,” embracing the absoluteness of identity in the fraught but 
unavoidable hope that it might lead somewhere else.55 But the double 
irrationalism of the world grants Fanon’s response, however desperate, 
a particular relation to reason. Forced into unreason by the very 
architecture of a world that was irrational down to its cracked 
foundation, to cling to reason would have been the most irrational of 
responses. 

Faced with unreasonable unreason cunningly disguised as reason 
itself, Fanon was forced against every generous shred of his being to 


dive headlong into the momentary absoluteness of Black identity. 
“The fact remained that it was an unfamiliar weapon,” however, and 
Fanon’s flight to the irrational—a flight not chosen but forced—would 
be marked by a palpable ambiguity that had profound implications for 
his dialectic, one which would never sacrifice “the present and future 
in the name of a mystical past.”56 From there on out, his path was 
chosen for him, passing through Black identity but never acquiring the 
stony completeness of essentialism. Instead, he walked a fine, if jerkily 
dialectical, line, keeping his distance from the twin perils of naive 
universalism and racial essentialism. 

With Black identity, the specter of violence inevitably rears its 
head, but not for the reasons we might initially think. To say that 
Fanonian self-assertion and making known is inherently violent is not 
to read into this subjective explosion the concrete violence that was at 
least partially the subject of Wretched of the Earth.s7 The paranoid 
psyche of the slave owners, transferred almost intact to whites today, 
is one in which Black freedom and equality bespeak the inevitability 
of revenge—the fearful specter of a new Haiti. Black identity is violent 
not because these guilty nightmares are likely to come true, but for 
the deeper truth they reveal. Fanon’s own explosion on the train is a 
case in point: he does little more than insult a white woman in public, 
and yet he was fully aware of the fatal results that even a purely 
verbal outburst might bring, then as now. 

Despite the fact that actual, concrete violence lay almost 
exclusively on the side of whiteness, Black resistance is always deemed 
violent whatever form it takes. For Gordon, “the blackened lives the 
disaster of appearance where there is no room to appear nonviolently 
... To change things is to appear, but to appear is to be violent since 
that group’s appearance is illegitimate. Violence, in this sense, need 
not be a physical imposition. It need not be a consequence of guns and 
other weapons of destruction. It need simply be appearance.”5s For 
those relegated to nonbeing and condemned to invisibility, to even 
appear is a violent act—because it is violent to the structures of the 
world and because it will inevitably be treated as such. Black subjects 
are thereby trapped in a catch-22: condemned to either accept 
inferiority or be demonized as violent. 

Black appearance is “illicit” and Black hyper-visibility, in which 
racialized subjects stand out as suspicious and objects for surveillance, 
is itself “a form of invisibility” on the ontological level.so When the 
unarmed Black teenager Mike Brown was murdered in Ferguson, 
Missouri, for example, the conservative pundit Ben Stein even went so 
far as to insist that Brown was indeed “armed with his incredibly 
strong, scary self.”60 As is too often the case, the satirical news outlet 
The Onion offered the best diagnosis of not only Stein’s comments, but 


the broader equivalence between Blackness and violence, when it ran 
the headline “Our Nation’s Unarmed Teens: Are they Armed?” above 
an image of a young Black man.o61 This apparent redundancy of “Black 
violence” suffuses all levels of society in the United States, tacitly 
convicting Mike Brown, Trayvon Martin, and many others as it 
concretely acquits their murderers who, after all, have merely acted 
heroically to eliminate an ontological threat. And as similar cases 
involving Black women reveal, the violence of Blackness transcends 
and even breaks down gender binaries.62 

When refraining from violence does not protect, engaging in it does 
not endanger, and as a result, the objective parameters of white 
supremacy also destroy any incentive to keep the peace, and indeed 
demand that it be broken. This is the catch-22 that corners Richard 
Wright’s Bigger Thomas, who “acts” in response, and in so doing 
“answers the world’s expectations ... in order to break the infernal 
circle,” like Fanon himself, “he explodes.”63 Fanon’s reformulated 
master-slave dialectic is one in which Black subjects struggle 
impossibly like Sisyphus only to be punished eternally like 
Prometheus—responding to condemnation with action that will 
inevitably produce more condemnation, all in the hopes that the 
transformation set into dialectical motion might outweigh the brutal 
consequences it inevitably brings. But as a part of this seemingly 
impossible task, and indeed due to an ethical nihilism that is not 
chosen but instead foundational to the system, violence itself must be 
resignified in the struggle. The one bleeds, quite literally, into the next 
once we realize that the illicitness of black appearance is no accident 
in a system founded on ontological disqualification of some from full 
humanity. Black appearance must remain illicit because it is violence 
to the system, and those who oppose that system must sharpen it into 
a weapon. 

This sharpening entails a distinction between violence and force. 
Whereas for Sorel, force upholds the hierarchical rule of a Jacobin 
minority, Fanon’s understanding of force can be seen as an 
ontologization of Sorel’s concept. Ontological force disqualifies the 
racialized from full access to humanity, erecting thick walls within 
being itself, or more precisely, between Being and non/sub-being. It is 
the Manichaean symbolic power that equates whiteness with reason, 
goodness, progress, and peace, and Blackness with irrationality, evil, 
backwardness, and violence. This shift to the ontological register, 
furthermore, moves beyond the question of the political institution of 
the state strictly speaking, to its etymological analogue: the “status” or 
“standing”—as the position from which one fights—that Hegel had 
assumed as prerequisite for reciprocity, but which Fanon found 
lacking.64 


Against this ontological force—Sorelianizing Fanon while 
decolonizing Sorel—we could call “violence” anything that attacks or 
undermines the ontological hierarchy and inequality that this “force” 
upholds. Fanon’s counterontological violence, however, differs in two 
key respects. First, whereas Sorel voluntarily raises the banner of 
proletarian violence, Fanon and other racialized subjects are 
condemned (damnés) to violence. The difference between the two is 
not absolute, but between the voluntarism of John Brown and the 
condition of Harriet Tubman there nevertheless existed an 
ineliminable gulf. More important, though, whereas Sorel emphasizes 
proletarian violence as a mechanism to consolidate collective 
identities on either side of the class binary, Fanon places more of an 
accent on the subjective necessity for violence as a transformative 
tool. This is in part a natural result of his Hegelian register, but it 
reflects as well the concrete needs of black subjects grappling with an 
ontological inferiority complex (which that Hegelian framework helps 
to draw out). 

For the racialized subject, self-consciousness as human requires 
counterviolence against ontological force. In a historical situation 
marked by the denial of reciprocity and condemnation to nonbeing, 
that reciprocity can only result from the combative self-assertion of 
identity. It is only through such conflict that Black subjects can 
transcend the barriers—internal and external—that exclude them from 
the fullness of Being, at the juncture of the in-itself and the for-itself. 
The task of this violence is therefore twofold: internally, to 
“disalienate” the Black subject even prior to any physically “violent” 
act, by turning away from the master; and externally, to appear, which 
will inevitably be perceived as violence to the prevailing system—a 
perception that is itself necessary for appearance to become violence to 
that system, and for the former master to eventually turn toward the 
former slave for recognition. 

Against the ontological force of white supremacy, Fanon appears to 
respond in kind: meeting violence with violence. But as with Sorel’s 
proletarian violence, and as will be even more explicit in Wretched of 
the Earth, Fanon’s counterontological violence has nothing at all in 
common with that of its enemies. Rather than _ establishing 
hierarchical distinctions that disqualify a part of humanity from access 
to Being, this is a violence that undoes those very same exclusionary 
barriers, tearing down the ontological walls separating Being from 
mere (non)beings, and setting the two once more into dialectical 
motion. This is a violence, in other words, that operates toward the 
decolonization of being.65 


AT THE MASTER’S TABLE 


But Fanon is writing in the twentieth century, not the eighteenth; how 
could such an ontological apartheid persist? And if it did, how could 
such a basic opposition not reveal itself as a dialectical division and as 
the occasion for struggle? Or for that matter, if things were really so 
bad, how could Fanon have even entertained his universal reveries to 
begin with? For Fanon, the answer was not to be found outside 
dialectics, but within the contours of its internal requirements. If his 
violent outburst on the train had left him momentarily “overjoyed,” 
Fanon would soon discover, with no small amount of revulsion, that 
he had only cleared the first of many hurdles to come. 

If he had discovered—against Hegel—that a decolonized dialectic 
needs to be jumpstarted to overcome an absence of reciprocity from 
the outset, he would soon foresee several threats looming on the 
horizon that threatened to deactivate and short-circuit what had 
scarcely been set into motion. If the first impasse was the ontological 
status of the beings in question, the second—still very much plaguing 
us today—is the false universal posed by formal emancipation and 
formal equality. The third, which in the next section I distill from his 
confrontation with Sartre, is the danger of a premature (and 
Eurocentric) closure of that dialectic. The second reifies the 
completeness of history in the present (latitudinal totality), while the 
third dialectically encloses the future into a predetermined 
progression (longitudinal totality). Each is a form of “recentering” of 
which a decolonized dialectics must be shorn. 

Fanon’s master was no longer master in the strict sense, but 
remained white nonetheless. In other words, the emancipation of 
former slaves in no way corresponded to their ontological promotion 
to the status of fully human. If anything, Fanon’s worry is that the 
opposite was in fact the case: that emancipation—and formal equality 
more broadly speaking—reinforced ontological hierarchy by masking it 
beneath a false universalism that became white supremacy’s best alibi. 
From a dialectical perspective, for this alibi to function on both the 
objective and subjective levels, for it to deactivate struggles and freeze 
dialectical movement at the level of the merely formal, something 
essential must have been lacking from the emancipation process itself. 

That something was struggle: “the White, in the capacity of master, 
told the black man: ‘From now on, you are free.’ ”66 Fanon’s worry is 
that emancipation was an overly one-sided affair, a gift bestowed by 
masters (in both the concrete and ontological senses) on the basis of 
and in a way that consequently reinforced their own capacity for 
ontological determination. The master as white, standing above the 
master-slave dyad (not within it), decided who would henceforth 
occupy what position: 


The black man is a slave who was allowed to assume the master’s 
attitude. 

The White man is a master who allowed slaves to eat at his table. 

One day, a good white master, who exercised a lot of influence, 
said to his friends: “Let’s be kind to the niggers ...” So the white 
masters grudgingly decided to raise the animal-machine-men 
[formally] to the supreme rank of men ... 

The upheaval reached the Black man from the outside. The Black 
man [le Noir] was acted upon. Values that were not engendered by 
his actions, values not resulting from the systolic gush of his blood, 
whirled around him in a colorful dance. The upheaval did not 
change the negro [le négre]. He went from one way of life to 
another, but not from one life to another.67 


Absent struggle, the formal passage from slavery to freedom did not 
entail a substantive shift in mutual self-consciousness, in either how the 
former slaves perceived themselves or were perceived by others. 

If Hegel’s assumption of a universal basis for reciprocity constituted 
an initial barrier to dialectical movement that needed to be overcome 
at the outset, Fanon here diagnoses a second barrier similarly 
masquerading as a universal: a liberal universalism which privileges 
formal equality and rights, thereby “recolonizing” struggle by 
relegating it to the past. While Hegel’s own view of emancipation 
remains up for debate—Is it a gradual process? A revolutionary one? 
—Fanon draws upon the centrality Hegel ascribes to struggle for 
subjective transformation as leverage to insist that freedom cannot be 
given, but must instead be fought for. 


“Say thank you to the nice man,” the mother tells her little boy ... 
but we know that often the little boy dreams of shouting some 
other, more resounding expression ... 

When the black man happens to look fiercely upon the White 
man, the White man says to him: “My brother, there is no 
difference between us.” And yet the black man knows there is a 
difference. He wants it. He would like the White man to suddenly 
say to him: “Dirty nigger.” Then he would have that unique 
occasion—to “show them” ... 

The former slave needs a challenge to his humanity, he wants a 
conflict, a riot. But it is too late ... 

Never certain whether the White man considers him as 
consciousness in-itself for-itself, he is constantly preoccupied with 
detecting resistance, opposition, contestation.6s 


The formal is more than merely insufficient; it is a veritable barrier 
to the substantive, a dangerously false universal that prevents the “life 


and death struggle” that is prerequisite to any universal future. 
Former slaves, for Fanon, have been robbed of the chance to fight for 
and win their equality, lest things get out of hand like they did in 
Haiti. The false universalism of liberal rights does more than simply 
halt progress and stunt subjectivities, but—as our own “postracial” 
present confirms—becomes a real weapon not for combatting but 
actively reinforcing white supremacy. Formal equality cannot 
recognize ontological hierarchy and the presence of a subontological 
zone of nonbeing, and in neglecting ontological difference it conceals 
and upholds the apartheid of the existing world. 

Against the closure of such false universals, Fanon clears the way 
toward an infinite repetition of the master-slave dialectic as a 
collective project for substantive disalienation and liberation. In fact, 
Fanon’s anxiety toward formal emancipation—which will resurface in 
his wariness toward the formal liberation of the colonies—forces him 
to press forward from the center of the dialectic, constantly 
foregrounding struggle in the present. But even this liberal attempt to 
immobilize those struggles was not the final barrier Fanon would 
confront. One of the most serious challenges to Fanon’s decolonization 
of dialectics would come not only from within the tradition, but from 
a comrade who—eyes similarly trained toward the future— 
nevertheless performs a similarly totalizing gesture under the sign of 
the revolution. The comrade was Sartre, who now enters the picture 
not as an ally but as an unwitting traitor threatening to enclose this 
now-jumpstarted dialectic within a limited and teleological historical 
progression. 


SARTRE’S DIALECTICAL BETRAYAL 


Fanon had already felt the sting of a white supremacist dialectics of 
history, in which Blackness is relegated to being merely a prior stage 
of human progress. He responded with his own radical reformulation 
of Hegel that foregrounds the centrality of rupture and combat at the 
heart of a decolonized dialectic rooted in the zone of nonbeing. 
Sartre’s similarly dialectical betrayal would prove even more painful 
given the source, but would force Fanon to insist all the more 
resolutely on the radical open-endedness of his own dialectics. 

When Sartre penned “Black Orpheus” in 1948, this giant among 
French intellectuals stepped decisively into the fray in support of the 
Negritude Movement and the radical assertion of Black identity it 
espoused. Negritude was, for Sartre, a laudably “anti-racist racism” 
that aimed not at domination, but rather “solidarity with the 
oppressed of all colors.” But it is the tightness with which Sartre binds 
the first to the second, the negation of the negation to universal 
solidarity, that would devastate Fanon. The “subjective, existential, 


ethnic notion” of black identity must, Sartre argues, “pass” in 
Hegelian terms, giving way to the “objective, positive, exact notion of 
the proletariat.”69 For Sartre, race and class are utterly 
incommensurable: 


the notion of race does not intersect with the notion of class: the 
one is concrete and particular, the other is universal and abstract ... 
the first is the product of a psycho-biological syncretism and the 
other is a methodological construction emerging from experience. 
In fact, Negritude appears as the weak term of a dialectical 
progression ... But the negative moment is not sufficient in itself 
and the Blacks who employ it well know it; they know that it serves 
to pave the way for the synthesis or the realization of the human 
society without race. Thus Negritude is dedicated to its own 
destruction, it is transition and not outcome, a means and not the 
ultimate end.70 


That Sartre cites Aimé Césaire in his own defense already reveals some 
confusion: a devout communist and party member at the time, Césaire 
nevertheless already held a far more subtle view of the relationship 
between race and class that would only deepen with time. Just as 
Fanon reformulated Hegel to accommodate black experience, Césaire 
would come to insist on the need to “particularize Communism” to 
“complete Marx” in a way that would meet the needs of Black 
revolutionaries.71 

Fanon’s response to this dialectical betrayal is fittingly visceral. 
Having only just stolen the world from the white master, he now felt 
robbed in turn. Sartre represented yet another iteration of an old, 
racist game: the denial of objectivity to Black experience, which he 
ironically confuses with “race” in an effort to distinguish the 
transhistorical importance of class. While the proletariat achieves such 
objectivity—and thereby universal status—from the lived experience 
on which it is “constructed,” Fanon’s “lived experience of the black” is 
granted no such status, relegated instead to mere “psychobiological” 
superstructure. 

This ally had dealt Fanon and other black poets a “fatal [literally: 
unforgivable] blow”: 


We had appealed to a friend of the colored peoples, and this friend 
had found nothing better to do than demonstrate the relativity of 
their action. For once this friend, this born Hegelian, had forgotten 
that consciousness needs to lose itself in the night of the absolute, 
the only condition for attaining self-consciousness. Against 
rationalism he recalled the negative side, but he forgot that this 
negativity draws its value from an almost substantive absoluteness. 


Consciousness committed to experience knows nothing, has to 
know nothing, of the essences and determinations of its being. 
Black Orpheus marks a date in the intellectualization of black 
existence.72 


That Fanon feels slighted as a poet is no accident, nor is the fact that 
the Negritude Movement largely comprised poets. Just as Sorel viewed 
Socrates as intellectualizing—and thereby destroying—the dynamic, 
mythopoetic source of ancient heroism, so too did Fanon view Sartre 
as robbing Black struggles of their source of historical motion. Rather 
than envisioning two dialectics of identity moving according to shared 
(but not identical) parameters, intersecting and acting upon one 
another, Sartre had inscribed Blackness within a broader, world- 
historical dialectic, subsuming it to the purportedly superior term of 
class: the teleological completion of the dialectical progression, the end 
of history. 

If Sorel had rejected the word of Marx to better reclaim his spirit, 
Fanon similarly responds both within Hegel and beyond him, 
reformulating dialectics to better grasp its combative content. Sartre, 
this “born Hegelian,” had forgotten that no dialectic can operate in a 
preordained manner without short-circuiting the very process itself. 


And voila! I did not create a meaning for myself; the meaning was 
already there, waiting. It is not as the wretched nigger, it is not 
with my nigger’s teeth, it is not as the hungry nigger that I fashion 
a torch to set the world alight; the torch was already there, waiting 
for this historic chance. In terms of consciousness, black 
consciousness claims to be an absolute density, full of itself, a stage 
prior to any rupture, to any abolition of the self by desire. In his 
essay Jean-Paul Sartre has _ destroyed black enthusiasm 
[l’enthousiasme noir]. Against historical becoming, there necessarily 
stands the unforeseeable. I needed to lose myself absolutely in 
negritude ... I needed not to know.73 


As Sorel had wondered of heroism, Fanon here wonders how identity 
could possibly operate on the basis of anything but absoluteness, and 
why someone would embrace an identity already deemed transitory 
from the outset. Without an appeal to the “absolute density” and 
mythical fullness of Black identity at the center of the dialectic, which 
entails unforeseeability rather than predetermined becoming, the 
combative identities at the heart of a radical and decolonized 
dialectics fail to harden. “The dialectic that introduces necessity [i.e., 
determinism] at the fulcrum of my freedom drives me out of myself. It 
shatters my unreflective position.”74 By virtue of his claim to know 
the content of this becoming, Sartre is instead the unwittingly 


condescending parent lecturing the world’s children—“You’ll change, 
my boy; I was like that too when I was young”—if not the master 
inviting slaves to dine at his table. 

Beyond Hegel, however, Sartre’s insistence that race is subjective 
and particular whereas only class is objective and universal not only 
short-circuits the motion of a decolonized dialectic, but even threatens 
to obliterate its categories entirely. To insist on the centrality of class 
as the universal political identity motivating human progress is to 
imprison the racialized and colonized of the world within a linear 
developmentalism that requires them to catch up with Europe. As 
Fanon, Mariategui, and others would show, even if this were a 
desirable path, it is structurally impossible. Fanon does not claim that 
class—and much less, economics—is irrelevant to the colonized, but 
Sartre’s formulation does the opposite: elevating a_ particular 
component of European historical development to the status of world- 
historic universal.75 That this is a question of class and not European 
culture is all that distinguishes Sartre’s dialectic from the dialectical 
subsumption of the racist. 

Just as Sartre had undermined the internal motion of the dialectic, 
he also neglected the need for this process to remain open ended, with 
little more than gestures toward a future, undetermined universal. 
Fanon’s critique of Sartre drives home in the clearest possible way the 
radical unpredictability of Fanon’s dialectics, giving content to his 
insistence from the outset that his work was “grounded in 
temporality” and that—somewhat paradoxically—to be an expression 
of one’s time is to build a future that is never complete and always 
“something to be overtaken.”76 But there is no contradiction—only 
dynamic tension—between the momentary weight of Black identity 
and the eventual transcendence of that identity. Instead, this is a 
transcendence that born only of the temporality of dialectical struggle. 

Sartre’s dialectical betrayal had snatched away the world, and with 
it this temporality of struggle: “At the very moment when I attempted 
to seize my being, Sartre, who remains the Other, by naming me 
shattered my last illusion ... I sensed my shoulders slipping from the 
structure of the world, my feet no longer felt the caress of the ground. 
Without a black past, without a black future, it was impossible for me 
to live my blackness. Not yet white, no longer black, I was damned 
[damné].”77 Somewhat astonishingly, we can see that it is the 
devastation of Sartre’s undialectical betrayal that provides Fanon with 
the concept for which he would become most famous: that of the 
damné, the condemned, or the “wretched” of his last book, for which 
a repentant Sartre would himself pen the preface.7s 

Sartre had shown, in The Respectful Prostitute, how this was a 
perversely inverted condemnation—one is not condemned for being 


guilty, one is always-already guilty for numbering among the 
condemned. Fanon drives home the error of Sartre’s dialectical 
subsumption of Blackness by first reciting his own words back to him, 
before then translating this “racial allocation of guilt” into ontological 
terms: “A feeling of inferiority? No, a feeling of nonexistence ... 
straddling the crossroads between Nothingness [subontological 
damnation] and Infinity [black essentialism], I begin to weep.”79 
These are not tears of defeat so much as tears of pain from so many 
betrayals, and tears that anticipate a much longer struggle than Fanon 
had initially hoped to confront. 

But having recognized his time-bound location between nonbeing 
and the perfection-of-being was the first step toward escape, and he 
had already identified dialectical, counterontological violence as the 
“mechanism” that would carry him forward: “I take this negritude and 
with tears in my eyes I piece the mechanism together again. That 
which had been shattered is by my hands—these intuitive vines— 
rebuilt, reconstructed. My shout rings out more violently: I am a 
nigger, I am a nigger, I am a nigger.”s0 But as he had previously 
described it, “the fragments” of this mechanism are “put together by 
another me,” one already well along the path of the absolute—a path 
leading in the direction of a fuller self-consciousness.si This was a 
radically decolonial and dialectical path in which the rebuilt 
“mechanism” of race, the central term, was granted the necessary 
weight to operate. 

But rather than closing in on itself, Fanon’s dialectic opens outward 
onto an unpredictable future in which the horizon of universal 
reconciliation is infinitely deferred. 


I am not a prisoner of History ... 

the real leap consists of introducing invention into life. 

In the world I am heading for, I am endlessly creating myself. 

I show solidarity with humanity provided I can go one step 
further.s2 


“A Society to Be Replaced” 


Fanon’s critique of the ontological circularity of the Hegelian master- 
slave dialectic—its presumed reciprocity, symmetry, and reversibility 
—sets the stage not for his rejection of dialectics but instead for the 
total decolonization and reconstruction of Hegel’s approach from the 
ground up. Or more precisely, from beneath the Ground: diagnosing 
the existence of a subontological realm to which the racialized are 
condemned points toward the need for predialectical struggle, for a 
counterontological violence that creates the basis for truly dialectical 
opposition. Against Hegel’s smooth view of inevitable progress toward 


universal self-consciousness, Fanon instead sees the need to project 
blackness subjectively and to do so “violently” in a way that shakes 
both (Black) slave and (white) master from their respective 
undialectical slumbers. Fanon does not stop after having set the 
dialectic into motion anew, however, but instead presses forward, 
diagnosing the danger that this movement will grind to a halt in the 
present through the false universalism of formal emancipation, or find 
its future enclosed in a teleological view that subsumes race to class. 

The “untidy dialectic” that emerges from this process is as radically 
subjective as it is decolonized, building on Sorel’s reformulated 
dialectic of class struggle while also leaping decisively beyond it.s3 
Like Sorel, Fanon privileges the moment of rupture, diremption, and 
division that unleashes dialectical motion, and like Sorel he shuns 
reconciliation to place weight on the present moment. Like the 
irrational rationalism of Sorel’s myth, which underscores the 
nonrational aspects of human action, Fanon similarly proposes an 
unreasonable resort to Black identity against the double irrationality 
of the white supremacist world. Where Sorel inverts the Marxian 
formula to pose the primacy of class-for-itself as a projected identity 
that brings the class-in-itself into being, Fanon turns to Hegel as a 
source for a dialectic in which the for-itself is already present as a 
“subjective certainty (Gewissheit)” to be transformed through combat 
into “objective truth (Wahrheit)” as one step on the path toward the 
universal self-consciousness of the in-itself-for-itself.s4 But this unified 
humanity, away from which Fanon was driven by force, remains an 
as-yet undefined horizon, orienting while not determining a process of 
combative rupture that revolutionizes even the structures of the world 
itself. 

Those who would divide Fanon’s oeuvre—distinguishing Black Skin, 
White Masks from Wretched of the Earth—often do so by neglecting his 
decolonized dialectical vision. In the next chapter, however, I argue 
that it is precisely this dialectical framework that Fanon would later 
transpose in an attempt to understand the Algerian revolution and 
decolonization more broadly. Both the Algerian context and the 
historical moment were different, however, and these differences 
would fill Fanon’s dialectics with new content. The Negritude 
Movement had passed, in his view, from dialectical vanguard to a 
conservative force in African political life. In its place, Fanon would 
turn to national consciousness, but despite the unifying or totalizing 
significance many associate with the concept of “the nation,” the basic 
contours of Fanon’s decolonized dialectic—its attentiveness to 
nonbeing, the violent projection of identity to set frozen history into 
motion, and a radical open-endedness that foregrounds rupture at the 
expense of closure—would remain intact. 


At least according to its author, Black Skin, White Masks was largely 
concerned with the alienation of middle-class racialized subjects, often 
those living in the metropole. But as he drew toward a conclusion, 
Fanon turned his eyes toward Africa and the colonized, recognizing 
that 


the motivations for disalienating a physician from Guadeloupe are 
essentially different from those for the African construction worker 
in the port at Abidjan. For the former, alienation is almost 
intellectual in nature. It develops because he takes European 
culture as a means of detaching himself from his own race. For the 
latter, it develops because he is victim of a system based on the 
exploitation of one race by another ... For the black working in the 
sugarcane plantations in Le Robert, there is only one solution: the 
struggle ... because quite simply he cannot conceive his life 
otherwise than as a kind of combat against exploitation, poverty, 
and hunger.ss 


Both are condemned, although the parameters of that 
condemnation may differ. The colonized subject to whom Fanon 
would now turn was condemned to an exploitative constellation 
fusing race to class as elements of a global hierarchy, and condemned 
as well to an unavoidable struggle that would craft of both elements a 
future nation. Despite Fanon’s transposition of race, class, and nation 
—a shift in his object of dialectical combat—the distance between the 
two texts is not so great. It is not just any Ivorian who grasps their 
condition of exploitation, just as not every Caribbean subject is a 
physician, and whereas the early Fanon diagnosed the Eurocentric 
escapism of Martinican elites, the later Fanon would identify similar 
delusions among European-educated African elites. 

This criticism was also, moreover, a self-criticism, a tacit concession 
that his first book was an outgrowth of his own reality: between the 
alienated “physician from Guadeloupe” and the alienated psychiatrist 
from Martinique, the distance was not so great either. But it would not 
be long before Fanon came into more direct contact with the broader 
parameters of colonial reality. In late 1953—less than two full years 
after publishing Black Skin—Fanon found himself running the 
Psychiatric Hospital of Blida-Joinville in colonial Algeria. But his own 
philosophy, and in particular the potent theory of sociogeny he had 
formulated in Black Skin, according to which social structures are 
themselves the root cause of many neurotic afflictions, soon drove him 
to resign. 

Fanon’s 1956 letter of resignation—penned in the same year that 
Césaire resigned from the Communist Party—stands as a testament to 
the insufficiency of not only psychiatry, but indeed of any 


individualized intellectual endeavor to build a future universal in the 
absence of constant dialectical struggle: “If psychiatry ... aims to allow 
man to no longer feel like a stranger to his environment ... the Arab, 
permanently an alien in their own country, lives in a state of absolute 
depersonalization ... The social structure existing in Algeria 
contradicted any attempt to put the individual back in their place ... 
The function of a social structure is to set up institutions to serve 
man’s needs. A society that corners its members into desperate 
solutions is a non-viable society, a society to be replaced.”s6 This 
moment above all others marked Fanon’s transition from philosopher 
to revolutionary, but paradoxically this break occurred as a sort of 
slingshot effect of his philosophy itself: a philosophy which privileges 
the generative effects of social structures can only remain in the 
contemplative mode for so long before it must transcend itself. 

And in this transition from philosopher to revolutionary, moreover, 
Fanon hurdled the barrier that he had so self-critically posed at the 
conclusion of Black Skin. From confronting intellectual alienation, he 
threw himself into combat as an active participant in the Algerian 
Revolution. Fanon’s practical leap to the armed struggle would not be 
without its implications for that theory of leaps that is dialectics. From 
this point on, rather than simply theorizing rupture against 
ontological apartheid, and certainly beyond attempting to “put the 
individual back in their place” in a fundamentally broken world, 
Fanon instead became an active participant in deepening the dynamic 
oppositions that might one day reconstitute human unity. But in 
shifting from race to decolonial nation, Fanon also dramatically 
displaced the unit of analysis grounding these divisions, projecting 
dialectical combat to the global level. 


CHAPTER 3 


THE DECOLONIAL NATION IN MOTION 


“Under This Banner We Are Marching” 


When Fanon appealed to the damnés—the condemned or wretched— 
in the title of his best-known text, he drove home what was most 
distinctive about his decolonized dialectics. The term, which had 
surfaced occasionally in Black Skin, White Masks, referred less to the 
opening line of “L’Internationale” than to its decolonial adaptation at 
the hands of the Haitian poet Jacques Roumain. Roumain’s “New 
Black Sermon” had also appeared in Léopold Sédar Senghor’s volume, 
for which Sartre’s “Black Orpheus” stood as preface. Like Césaire, 
Roumain was not coincidentally both a founder of his local 
Communist Party and of the Negritude Movement, and like Césaire 
and many others, his dual existence was not without its painful 
complications. The tension between official Communism and 
Negritude—so blithely erased by Sartre’s preface—is palpable in even 
the most basic comparison of “New Black Sermon” to the 
“Internationale,” as are the fundamentally different dialectical visions 
they exemplify. 

The “Internationale” famously begins with the damned rising to 
their feet—Debout!—driven by thundering reason to transform the 
very foundations [changer de base] of the world in a “final struggle” to 
reunite a humanity formerly divided by class. Here, the Second 
International is a peculiarly synecdochical stand-in for the universal in 
a way that prefigures Sartre’s dialectical subsumption of race to class: 
“The Internationale will be the human race.” The structure, 
temporality, and movement of Roumain’s version shares little with 
such a triumphal dialectic. It begins with the condemnation to race as 
a quasi-religious fall from grace, before passing through the lynching 


of John—a union organizer—notably echoing Du Bois’s own version 
of the same.1 More striking still is the infinite deferral of any final 
struggle and the human reconciliation it promises: Roumain’s damnés 
revolt not at the beginning but at the end and, “like the cry of the 
storm bird over the lapping waters of the stinking swamps,” promise 
nothing but a continuous struggle couched stubbornly in the present 
progressive tense: 


We will spread our red flags 

Stained with the blood of our just 
Under this banner we will march 
Under this banner we are marching.2 


The truly condemned cannot simply “arise” as the “Internationale” 
exhorts them to do, imprisoned as they are to a subontological hell 
that itself lies beneath the foundation (base) to be changed. And even 
once they do, the classically Hegelian determinism of reason in history 
is hardly convincing as a motor force for progress; for this, there is 
only the long and interminable struggle of the “we” who “are 
marching.” 

This was hardly the first time a Haitian had seized upon the 
liberatory symbols of Europe to put them to new, decolonial use: think 
of the dumbfounded French soldiers hearing Toussaint’s troops—their 
own “barbarous enemies”—singing the Marseillaise and wondering if 
they might not be the ones with justice on their side; or think more 
generally of the concrete content with which the rebels of Saint 
Domingue had filled abstract values like liberty, equality, and 
fraternity.3 Whereas Slavoj Zizek reduces this moment to an 
“underlying sameness,” Césaire himself is much closer to the point: “To 
prevent the development of all national consciousness in the 
colonized, the colonizer pushes the colonized to desire an abstract 
equality. But equality refuses to remain abstract. And what an affair it 
is when the colonized takes back the word on his own account to 
demand that it not remain a mere word!”4 

Given such precedents for the reappropriation and symbolic 
decolonization of the European tradition of which the idea of the 
“wretched” was a part, it is perhaps unsurprising that Fanon’s 
methods and his dialectic share so much with what can be gleaned of 
Roumain’s. That Fanon’s relation to the universal had changed 
between 1952 and 1961 is evident from the very structure of Wretched 
of the Earth, which without an introduction lacks the elegiac bookends 
of Black Skin, White Masks. Certainly, the conclusion appeals to a 
universal, but it is ever more infinitely deferred, and explicit paeans to 
human reconciliation are fewer and further between. This displaced 
universal, after all, was far distant from the world Fanon himself 


confronted in 1961, when he lay dying of leukemia, dictating much of 
Wretched of the Earth as a tortured but stubbornly optimistic last will 
and testament. 

If we rewind from the conclusion to the first pages, we find Fanon 
taking his prior self directly to task for the naive universalism and 
rationalism of which he had been disabused within the pages of Black 
Skin: “Calling into question the colonial world is not a rational 
confrontation of viewpoints. It is not a discourse on the universal, but 
the frenzied [échevelée] affirmation of an originality asserted as 
absolute.”5 You can’t argue your way out of colonialism, Fanon now 
told himself and the world, and nor can celestial dreams of universal 
love dissolve the heavy concrete walls and barbed walls separating 
colonized from colonizer. Now a professional militant instead of a 
practicing psychiatrist, Fanon himself stood amid a dialectic in which 
—as he put it in his 1956 letter of resignation—individual 
disalienation meant little in a profoundly sick world where “everyday 
reality is a tissue of lies, of cowardice, of contempt for man.”6 

Much did remain the same however: Fanon still longed for an end 
to this contempt while convinced that the groundwork must first be 
laid; he still confronted a static and immobile present; and he still 
sought to provoke an oppositional movement that can only be 
described as dialectical. But he no longer viewed negritude, or Black 
identity per se, as the central vehicle for setting the world into 
motion. Instead, he pivoted, largely under the weight of his moment, 
to the rapidly emerging decolonial nation as the relevant identity that 
would occupy the center of his newly formulated decolonial dialectic 
—notably without abandoning the idea that those comprising it 
remained condemned to the ontological disqualification of the zone of 
nonbeing. In the process, he crafted a theory of decolonial national 
consciousness as radically distinct from that of Europe’s Westphalian 
nation-state, something more constantly in motion and grounded not 
so much on force monopolized from above as on violence dispersed 
from below. 

This bifurcation of force and violence—and with it, the specter of 
Sorel—had also become more evident, as with Fanon’s playful 
suggestion that his famous first chapter of Wretched of the Earth 
constituted his own “réflexions sur la violence.”7 But Fanon’s more 
literal turn to violence also coincided with his transcendence of the 
Sorelian framework through a displacement of the relevant totality to 
the global level. He arrives at the global not through an uncritical and 
undialectical leap, however, but by tracing and conforming to the 
internal dynamics of colonialism and anticolonial resistance. The 
Manichaean division of the colonial world begged the question of the 
nation, but stitching that nation together required an intricate 


dialectic-within-a-dialectic that would only momentarily unify a 
dynamic decolonial nation—the stepping-stone toward an eventual 
liberation that could only be global. 


A World Cut in Two 


When Fanon turned to describing and theorizing colonial reality in 
Algeria, however—the lived experience of the colonized damnés—the 
register he adopted was far from dialectical. Instead of dynamic 
motion, the scene was of a hopelessly frozen nonmotion that he 
famously deemed Manichaean (a concept, which like the damnés, had 
made a brief appearance in his earlier work).s This was a “world of 
statues,” a “petrified zone, not a ripple on the surface, the palm trees 
sway against the clouds, the waves of the sea lap against the shore, 
the raw materials come and go,” in which the colonized themselves— 
nonbeings in an ontologically divided system—constituted an “almost 
mineral background.”9 The very structure of colonialism aspires to an 
internally “motionless” social death, a reification (substantification) 
that would seem to militate against dialectical motion entirely.10 After 
all, Manichaeism denotes a paradigmatically absolute opposition in 
which pure good and pure evil maintain a tense but permanent 
standoff. To describe the colonial relation as Manichaean might 
therefore be seen as granting the permanence toward which one side, 
the colonizer, works. But despite Fanon’s recent influence on what has 
come to be known as “Afro-Pessimism,” he was never a very good 
pessimist, instead stubbornly prying agency from the clutches of 
structure. His turn to the absoluteness of Manichaeism momentarily 
conceals what would emerge as a _ powerfully optimistic—too 
optimistic, in fact—dialectics, in which decolonization is itself 
coterminous with a setting-into-motion. 

The geography of the colonial world is fundamentally segregated 
and “cut in two,” its border marked by police stations and barracks, 
embodied by police officer and soldier, and guaranteed by “rifle butts 
and napalm.”11 Even the phenomenology of these two worlds is 
dramatically opposed: one of well-lit streets, strong walls, paved 
roads, sturdy shoes, and sated residents; the other tightly packed, 
starving, “a sector that crouches and cowers, a sector on its knees, a 
sector that is prostrate.”12 Discrete quantities are transformed almost 
alchemically into their opposite when viewed through _ this 
Manichaean veil—garbage in the one appears as tempting food to the 
other. Here, as with Fanon’s early critique of Hegel’s master-slave 
dialectic, there is no symmetrical interaction, and colonizer and 
colonized “confront each other, but not in the service of a higher unity 
... they respond to the principle of mutual exclusion: there is no 


conciliation possible, one of them is superfluous.”13 

Rather than lament this absence of reciprocity, Fanon almost seems 
to go out of his way to embrace it, describing this ontologically 
divided world in the most extreme terms he can muster. The colonial 
world, he tells us, is populated by two “different species,” those from 
here and those “from elsewhere ... the others.”14 Two species standing 
opposed with nothing in common, much less a future: if Fanon is 
being consciously provocative by taking on the absolute Manichaeism 
of the colonizer, this is not without reason, in both senses of the word. 
Fanon had previously realized, confronted with the fundamental 
irrationality of white supremacy, that he had “no choice” but to adopt 
the racial identity imposed upon him, a rational resort to the unreason 
at the heart of the world. He was now confronted with a similar 
realization, that “colonialism is not a machine capable of thinking, a 
body endowed with reason,” not something that the colonized could 
simply argue their way out of.15 

Instead, it was by only embracing and inverting this Manichaeism 
that the decolonial dialectic might enter into motion. This was in no 
small part because to embrace Manichaeism was to cleave through the 
ethical bonds superimposed in bad faith on the colonial world; to 
embrace the sort of “ethical diremption” Sorel had established and the 
impossibility of ethics under white supremacy that Fanon had 
previously emphasized, as a way of freeing the colonized from ethics. 
The colonial divide is not devoid of ethics, but is in fact suffused and 
laden with the ethical imposition of the colonizer, who “fabricates” 
the colonized, not as insufficiently ethical or even nonethical, but as 
utterly anti-ethical, “impervious to ethics ... not only the absence of 
values but also the negation of values ... absolute evil.”i6 But, in 
driving the ethical division so deep, the colonizer plays a dangerous 
game, and the ethical disqualification of the colonized becomes a 
loaded weapon. 

It is difficult to bind the embodiment of evil to any system of ethics, 
and by constructing the natives as so thoroughly anti-ethical, the 
settler unwittingly slashes through any mutual obligations, freeing the 
natives’ hands in the process. The native “has always known that his 
dealings with the colonist would take place in a field of combat,” in 
the realm of the martial rather than the ethical, “So the colonized 
subject wastes no time lamenting and almost never searches for justice 
in the colonial context.”17 Justice as a shared system of arbitration 
gives way to a one-sided reformulation of not only the good, but the 
true as well: “For the people, only fellow nationals are ever owed the 
truth. No absolute truth, no discourse on the transparency of the soul 
can erode this position. In answer to the lie of the colonial situation, 
the colonized subject responds with a lie ... Truth is what hastens the 


dislocation of the colonial regime, what fosters the emergence of the 
nation. Truth is what protects the “natives” and undoes the foreigners 
... And good is quite simply what hurts them most.”is Rather than 
refuse the Manichaean division undergirding the colonial system, the 
colonized takes hold of that rupture, and indeed radicalizes it. 

In so doing, the colonized drives the wedge of difference as deeply 
as possible, to the brink separating Hegel’s internal difference from 
external diversity. While there exists (between colonizer and 
colonized) an internal relationship of exploitation in which “the raw 
materials come and go,” there also exists (between settler and native) 
an external relationship between two “different species,” hailing from 
and inhabiting two different worlds that find themselves crashing 
against one another. This coexistence of internal and external 
difference, however, does not mean a retreat into the meaningless 
difference of nonrelation. Instead, its meaning is that of the one-sided 
imposition of colonial domination, and what’s more, the promise of an 
equally one-sided response that has little to do with reciprocity. 

“To explode the colonial world,” Fanon writes, “does not mean that 
once the borders have been eliminated there will be a right of way 
between the two sectors. To destroy the colonial world means no more 
and no less than abolishing one of the zones, burying it deep within 
the earth or banishing it from the territory.”19 Explosion, expulsion, 
abolition, interment, and the “total, complete, and absolute 
substitution” of one species by another—these are not the terms that 
first come to mind when contemplating a dialectics oriented toward 
reconciliation.20 But the one-sided response of the colonized is the 
only source capable of turning frozen oppositions dynamic, and the 
leap to the global this poses would prove the only possible way to 
square this basic reality of decolonization with a reconciled human 
future. 

This paradoxical assumption and inversion of the Manichaean 
opposition clears the way for a shift from Manichaeism to dialectics, 
from frozen opposition to dynamic combat, from stasis to motion. 
Temptations to unity—assimilation, mimicry, cooperation—fall away, 
and one-sided resistance seems to be written into the structures of the 
colonial system. Whereas Fanon previously confronted the false 
universalism of formal equality, resorting to the irrational reason of 
Black identity to create division and rupture in the world as the 
precondition to dialectical motion, here he discovers that the 
colonized enters the dialectic at an advanced position. Division already 
exists and is undeniable; it is embedded in the architectural markers of 
everyday life in the colony and the Manichaean construction of the 
colonized. This division is upheld more by force than by ideology, 
“life and death struggle” simply waiting in the wings to be unleashed: 


one need only invert Manichaeism, harness its energy, and tether it to 
the drive toward national liberation. 

The Manichaean division of the colonial world therefore 
counterintuitively undergirds both Fanon’s optimism—the apparently 
self-starting and self-propelling nature of his dialectics—and the 
apparent simplicity of its two stages. The first stage (dialectical 
reversal through the simplification of identities) lays the groundwork 
for the transformation and eventual dissolution of those identities (in 
a second stage that begins with formal liberation) toward a new and 
truly universal, if unforeseeable, revolutionary humanism. But the 
deceptive simplicity of Fanon’s two-stage process testifies to the 
dynamic at play, in which—as his searing critique of Sartre put it 
—“consciousness needs to lose itself in the night of the absolute.” Any 
attempt to foreclose on the absoluteness of national identity could run 
the risk of disarming the source of motion itself.21 It is only through 
the absoluteness of the Manichaean inversion of the first (national) 
stage that the decolonial dialectic can gain the momentum necessary 
to catapult beyond that stage (toward social revolution). 

But the tension is this: the simplicity of that Manichaean starting 
point—however convincing Fanon is about its necessity—is difficult 
for even him to sustain, dissecting itself instead in the complexity of 
the revolutionary subject that would bear it. If the colonizer carries 
out a Manichaean simplification of the colonized, the would-be nation 
remains powerfully divided nonetheless. The distinction between a 
Manichaean nationalist stage and a more nuanced social revolutionary 
stage thus disintegrates almost immediately, disrupting the clean 
division of the world, first from within (in a Manichaeism-within-a- 
Manichaeism dividing the embryonic nation) and later from without 
(in a crumbling of this Manichaeism prior to formal liberation, and 
permanent struggle thereafter). 

The imperfection of this most perfect of oppositions should not 
surprise us: while aspiring to a permanent frozenness, all 
Manichaeism, according to Jameson, carries within it a “secret 
conceptual and even dialectical weakness,” and colonial Manichaeism 
more than any other. Even this most “mythic” of dualisms is 
unsustainable, for Jameson, because it contains a_ built-in 
contradiction: claiming pure goodness on one side while the very 
existence of an opposition steals away part of its purity.22 As a result, 
rather than simply existing, it must attack evil, but cannot destroy this 
enemy without destroying what defines it as good to begin with. In 
the colonial context, this powerful logical paradox is exacerbated by a 
potent clash between the psychic and socioeconomic parameters of 
the colonial project: colonialism aspires to the total elimination of the 
natives, but to kill them all “would amount to the immediate destruction 


of colonization.” 23 

Instead, the embodiment of evil fights back, and, like a planet out 
of orbit, the opposition tips and swings, asymmetrical and off kilter, 
gaining destabilizing momentum from the weighted motion of each of 
its parts. But this disintegration is a saving grace of sorts, preventing 
the Manichaean division of the colonial world and the unity of the 
decolonial nation from achieving a perfection that would halt motion. 
It is in this shifting space between perfect rupture and perfect unity 
that Fanon’s radical dialectic emerges, confounding in the process the 
charges of totalization frequently leveled against him and against 
decolonial nationalism more generally. 


Decolonization’s Only Work 


Fanon insists that studying the “lines of force” upholding the 
Manichaean architecture of the colonial world is not simply an 
exercise in knowing one’s enemy, but of knowing oneself and one’s 
future as well. This divided colonial geography, he suggests in an 
overlooked passage, contains “the backbone according to which 
decolonized society will be reorganized.”24 For Fanon, in other words, 
there is something about this Manichaean world that will be extended 
and projected into the foreseeable future. Colonialism bears within 
itself not merely contradictions and the seeds of its own destruction, 
not merely its own gravediggers, but also the parameters of the 
dialectical path that this destruction and its eventual replacement will 
take. 

By insisting that decolonization emerges from an inversion of 
colonial Manichaeism, Fanon seems to be doing his best to confound 
any attempt to distinguish colonial force from the violence of the 
colonized. In fact, he even seems to say the exact opposite: “the 
violence which governed the ordering of the colonial world ... this 
same violence will be vindicated and appropriated” by the colonized. 25 
Not only is this the “same violence,” but moreover “the violence of the 
colonial regime and the counterviolence of the colonized balance each 
other and respond to each other in an extraordinary reciprocal 
homogeneity.”26 How to square this straightforward insistence on a 
Manichaean homology of opposing violences with Sorel’s categorical 
distinction between repressive force and liberatory violence, and 
Fanon’s earlier adoption of the same distinction in ontological form? 27 
More important, how to avoid the inevitable charge that Fanon’s 
homologous formulation yields either an eternally recurring “cycle” of 
violence or a self-contained and essentialist nationalism? 

The answer, for Fanon, lies both in the constituent parts of the 
future nation and the role of violent struggle. The concrete point of 


departure for both is the same: the rural peasantry, which constitutes 
the only truly revolutionary sector, in no small part because they 
alone know that “only violence pays.”2s The “old granite foundation” 
of the anticolonial struggle, the peasants represent the original kernel 
of the nation because they are both relatively external to the colonizer 
and relatively impermeable to colonial ideology. 29 If colonialism seeks 
to inculcate a sense of inferiority in the colonized, it does so unevenly: 
as Fanon had recognized in the final pages of Black Skin, White Masks, 
there was a vast gulf separating the more educated classes and the 
poorest, for whom the only solution was to struggle. Those sectors less 
susceptible to internalizing this sense of inferiority “roar with laughter 
every time they hear themselves called an animal by the other.”30 
Where ideology fails pure force reigns, but at some point both 
elements begin to lose traction among those populations that will set 
the rebellion into motion. 

Violence becomes “atmospheric,” and every effort to deploy brute 
force only heightens tensions, reminding the colonized who their real 
enemy is: “This smell of gunpowder which now fills the atmosphere 
does not intimidate the people. These bayonets and heavy gunfire 
strengthen their aggressiveness. A dramatic atmosphere sets in where 
everyone wants to prove he is ready for anything. It is under these 
circumstances that the gun goes off by itself.”31 The countryside rebels 
spontaneously, but the existing political leadership of nationalist 
parties proves incapable of harnessing this violence. Instead—much 
like Sorel’s socialist parliamentarians—they use violent rhetoric 
merely as a cynical ploy to increase their own political capital as 
indispensable mediators. Their posture is rooted in self-interest, but 
also rests upon what Fanon views as a defeatist “preoccupation with 
objectivity” when it comes to violence: when they think of violence, 
colonized elites can only picture “the colonizer’s tanks and fighter 
planes,” making them “losers from the start.” 

Fanon locates his argument within longstanding Marxist debates 
about the autonomy of force, by insisting that the nationalist 
leadership tends to maintain the “puerile position” that Engels had 
adopted against “that mountain of puerility,” Eugen Karl Dihring.32 
Whereas Diihring foregrounded force as a political phenomenon, 
Engels devastatingly revealed the economic preconditions for force 
itself. While “the revolver triumphs over the sword,” for Engels this 
triumph was the triumph of the entire economic structure capable of 
furnishing revolvers: “the producer of more perfect instruments of 
force, vulgo arms, vanquishes the producer of the less perfect 
instrument,” and as a result “force is no mere act of the will.”33 
Without rejecting the undeniable truth in Engels’s position, Fanon 
nevertheless asks, with a mixture of sarcasm and seriousness: “What 


aberration of the mind drives these famished, enfeebled men lacking 
technology and organizational resources to think that only violence 
can liberate them faced with the occupier’s military and economic 
might?”34 

Fanon’s response to what he sees as Engels’s narrow understanding 
of force opens outward from three short words that had by then 
gained the status of a decolonial mantra—Dien Bien Phu—and from 
the knowledge that those boasting advanced weaponry do not always 
win. Rather than siding with Dihring’s emphasis on the primacy of 
force, however, Fanon responded to both him and Engels by 
dialectically complicating force and will alike: not only is force 
irreducible to its instruments, will is similarly irreducible to a pure act 
of consciousness. Rather, just as the economic forces of production 
contain a subject/object dialectic, Fanon shifts from the cold 
objectivity of rapport de forces to the more ambiguous terrain of 
rapports de masse—if the instruments of violence matter, so do sheer 
numbers, knowledge of the terrain, and the determination to protect 
one’s own. In the process, force is subjectivized by the rebellious 
masses and transformed alchemically into its opposite: violence, 
capable of generating excess and immeasurable surplus effect that is 
both ideological and material, and beyond both, ontological.35 

This is a guerrilla violence that exudes political effects in an 
expansive swirl from its hard, Manichaean center. It is this violence 
that hardens decolonial-national identity and makes possible the leap 
from a frozen Manichaeism to a properly dialectical logic of dynamic 
oppositions, generating not merely the rupture of the existing, but also 
a process of open-ended transformation toward a new decolonized 
universal. For a lyrical expression of the creative potential of 
decolonial violence in the calloused hands of the masses, Fanon turns 
as is so often the case to Césaire—and to a poem he had already 
quoted at length in Black Skin, White Masks: 


REBEL: My family name: offended; my given name: humiliated; my 
profession: rebel; my age: the stone age. 

MOTHER: My race: the human race. My religion: fraternity ... 

REBEL: My race: the fallen race. My religion ... but it is not you who 
will prepare it with your disarmament ... it is I with my revolt 
and my poor clenched fists and my bushy head ... 


The mother, stand-in for the false universal, insists on humanity and 
fraternity in the present through “disarmament” in the face of force, 
but only the violent revolt—the “clenched fists” of the fallen—holds 
out this possibility, the religious origins of diremption again ringing 
true. The full potential of this violence only emerges once the rebel 
kills his master, a “good master,” for having speculated that his infant 


child “will make a good” slave: 


REBEL: Killed ... I killed him with my own hands ... Yes: a fecund and 
copious death ... 

MOTHER: ... O my son ... an evil and pernicious death. 

REBEL: Mother, an enduring and sumptuous death. 

MOTHER: From too much hate. 

REBEL: From too much love ... I struck, the blood spurted: it is the 
only baptism that today I remember.36 


Here, force and violence speak directly to one another, which is to say 
that they speak past one another. 

But this fecundity of violence is not guaranteed by the act in-itself, 
a first necessary but merely “spontaneous” step in what will be a long 
struggle for national consciousness. This is why Sartre dramatically 
oversimplified when he penned his famously provocative words, 
“killing a European is killing two birds with one stone, eliminating in 
one go oppressor and oppressed: leaving one man dead and the other 
man free,” even with the rarely cited supplement: “for the first time 
the survivor feels a national soil under his feet.”37 Yes, there is hatred, 
and while this feeling is real, the nation is that but little more: a 
shared sense, a series of interconnected relay points that only densifies 
through a long and arduous process extending through an entire chain 
of identities and intradialectical twists and turns. And more important 
still is the fact that it is violence itself that helps to transcend hatred 
and division, launching the decolonial nation toward the universal 
while guarding incessantly against premature closure. 

In other words, where Fanon had initially insisted on the 
fundamental sameness of colonial force and decolonial violence, this 
insistence counterintuitively serves to drive home the depth of the 
chasm separating the two. And whereas Fanon had previously 
lamented the difficulty with which the real, historically racialized 
slaves turn away from the master and toward labor on the world, he 
now argues in a powerfully Hegelian fashion that violence itself— 
directed against the colonizer—‘“constitutes their only work.” In 
turning toward this new, world-creating labor, decolonial violence 
gains a “positive, formative” aspect: “cleansing” the individual of 
“their inferiority complex” as it collectively “unifies the people” 
through a mythical projection in which “the future nation is already 
indivisible.”3s Consistent with its decolonized Hegelian foundations— 
and echoing Sorel’s dialectics of class combat—this creative function 
of violence also impacts the opposite side of the colonial divide: 
striking fear into the heart of the colonizer, and thereby creating the 
basis for a symmetrical struggle. In other words, violence, the 
essential precondition for national identity, stands at the very center 


of the dialectic of decolonization as its only source of motion. 


The Expanding Circle of the Nation 


The fact that the decolonial nation emerges in a fragmentary way 
from but a single part—the peasantry—and the generativity of the 
violence that brings it into being point toward the imperfect, mobile, 
and dynamic character of that nation. But these are not enough to 
fully allay fears that the decolonial nation—as nation—aspires to 
wholeness, to closed unity. Fanon makes the task even more difficult 
when he repeatedly describes this violence as “totalizing,” and even 
more so when he suggests—with a sort of playful brutality—that the 
first task of that violence is to establish a unity of the most troubling 
sort. If colonization “inflicts” a “dichotomy” on the world, the first 
stage of decolonization not only inverts this division, but furthermore 
“unifies this world by a radical decision to remove its heterogeneity, 
by unifying it on the grounds of nation and sometimes race.”39 

Fanon immediately presses outward with both hands, however, in a 
surprisingly deft two-sided critique of both vulgar Marxism and the 
essentialist understanding of race that this simplification might 
suggest: “In the colonies the economic infrastructure is also a 
superstructure. The cause is effect: You are rich because you are 
white, you are white because you are rich. This is why Marxist 
analysis should always be slightly stretched when it comes to 
addressing the colonial issue.”40 Here begins the dialectical spiral that 
will characterize much of Wretched: if, on the one hand, distinguishing 
who resides on either side of the Manichaean division couldn’t be 
easier, in another sense it could scarcely be more complex. If Fanon is 
here insisting that race matters (richness depends on whiteness), he is 
also simultaneously insisting on an antiessentialist understanding of 
race as codetermined by class (whiteness depends on richness) and 
further complicated by the global geography of the “elsewhere.” 41 

On the surface of things, decolonization consists of two stages: the 
“national” stage characterized by inverted Manichaeism, followed by a 
subsequent “social” (or socialist) stage, with the two bound together 
by the transition from force to violence. This elegant simplicity is 
visible even in the structure of Wretched of the Earth: from violence 
and spontaneity, Fanon moves to national culture and national 
consciousness, opening out toward the universal in his conclusion. But 
even here we find hints that all is not so simple. Spontaneity has its 
“weakness” and national consciousness its “pitfalls.” Even the need to 
unify the nation in such a way testifies to a foundational lack at its 
heart, and the progress of the dialectic appears littered with obstacles, 
makeshift barriers strewn across our path and dangerous shards of the 


world we are leaving behind. 

No sooner does the nation begin to emerge, solidify, and unify in 
the oversimplistic first stage of decolonization then the stages 
themselves disintegrate, and this collapsing unity reveals its 
intractable imperfections and the openness of the dialectic at its heart. 
The first obstacle to be overcome manifests above all geographically. 
Whereas Fanon had in his first few pages described the simplicity of 
the Manichaean world, the disconcerting first moments of the 
decolonial struggle immediately test this simplicity. Not all join in the 
struggle from the outset, and there exists a deep mutual suspicion 
between component parts of the future nation, a Manichaeism-within- 
a-Manichaeism—no longer colonized versus colonizer but rural versus 
urban—that poses an intradialectical struggle before the colonizer can 
successfully be confronted. Many educated urbanites bring their 
Eurocentric education to an unaccommodating reality, seeing the 
peasantry in essentially the same terms as had Marx, that is, as a 
fundamentally reactionary “brake on the revolution.” 42 

The existential reaction of the peasantry to these Europeanized 
elites is the correspondent inverse: viewed as essentially European, the 
urban population is always-already suspected of treason to the not-yet 
nation. “Dressed like a European, speaking his language,” the rural 
masses see in this figure “a defector who has given up everything 
which has constituted the national heritage” to reap the benefits of 
colonialism.43 Fanon even goes so far as to suggest that “each side” of 
the urban-rural divide “evolves according to its own dialectic.”44 But 
like the broader dialectic within which it is inscribed, the subaltern 
side—here the peasantry—bears within itself the kernel for 
overcoming this division: in their anticolonial and protonational 
traditions, the rural masses carry the future nation embryonically 
within themselves as “the gestation of the national consciousness.” 45 

The first stage of decolonization consists in overcoming this 
apparent division between town and country, but this opposition is 
not transcended simply through conversion or the suspension of 
hostilities in the face of a common enemy. Rather, this division can 
only be overcome through an intradialectical struggle that centers a 
concept of nation irreducible to geographical territory: the splintering 
of urban-based nationalist parties by colonal repression drives the 
more radical and uncompromising militants underground and into the 
interior. It is there, far from the cities, that these militants retreat 
“deep into the rural masses,” whose embrace “wraps him in a mantle 
of unimagined tenderness and vitality.” With this fusion, the rural 
“masses” enter into struggle as a “coherent people” ready to “sharpen 
their weapons.”46 By becoming a proto-“people,” these revolutionaries 
are prepared to forge “the nation” wherever they go. But while the 


nation is born in the heart of the countryside, it is only the invasion of 
the cities that “completes [consacre] the dialectic” by overcoming the 
geographical division of (most of) the colonized and expelling the 
colonizer.47 In other words, it is not that Westernized native elites are 
convinced to rejoin the nation en masse, but instead they are 
subjected to a dialectical reconquest of sorts in Fanon’s equally 
controversial description of the semiurban lumpenproletariat as the 
“urban spearhead” of national liberation. 

If the unification of the decolonial nation represented the 
completion of the dialectic tout court, however, this would lead to a 
very different and strictly nationalist vision—and Wretched of the Earth 
would come to a close less than one hundred pages in. If the 
imperfection of the embryonic nation disintegrates the simplicity of 
the Manichaean stage, the component parts of the future nation 
fragmented and in need of an intradialectical unification in the early 
stages of the struggle, that struggle then opens immediately onto a 
similar outward disintegration, toward the universal, which begins to 
emerge prior to the stage of formal liberation. This disintegration— 
and the radical heterogeneity it entails—is most visible in the 
peculiarly flexible, mobile, and expansive nature that Fanon ascribes 
to the decolonial nation. And it is this pre- and postrevolutionary 
incompleteness of the nation, its sheer mobility and mutability, its 
dynamic imperfection, that shields Fanon from the surprisingly 
frequent charge of vulgar nationalism. 

This decolonial nation emerges first spontaneously and in a 
fragmented—even pointillistic fashion—in disparate peasant revolts, 
before acquiring an expansive dynamic with the constitution of a rebel 
army. 


The rash of revolts born in the interior testify, everywhere they 
break out, to the nation’s ubiquitous and generally dense presence. 
Every colonized subject in arms represents a fragment of the nation 
which is alive from this point forward ... They obey a simple 
doctrine: make the nation exist. There is no plan, no speeches, no 
resolutions, no factions. The problem is clear-cut: the foreigners 
must leave ... Initiative is localized. On every hilltop a government 
in miniature is constituted and assumes power. In the valleys and in 
the forests, in the jungle and in the villages, everywhere, one 
encounters a national authority. In their actions, everyone makes 
the nation exist ... If the nation is present everywhere, it must then 
be here.48 


The simplistic and mythical projection of national unity here glosses 
over the fragmentary nature of the nascent nation, overcoming that 
fragmentation through its very projection. That a nation could be 


described by quality like density, that it could be posed as a project in 
becoming, that its authority could surge forth from ostensibly isolated 
hilltops already tells us that it is not a substance at all but a 
contagious collective will and practice. It aspires to unity, certainly, 
but while this may seem “clear-cut” in the sense that myth is 
indivisible, it remains to be seen what precisely is being unified, 
according to what parameters, and for how long. For now, what is clear 
is that this is no merely essentialist nationalism wherein a preexisting 
quantity functions circularly as both beginning and end of a 
nondialectical movement. 

The circle of the nation, its apparently self-enclosed Manichaean 
circuit, is nevertheless radically expansive from the outset. From its 
initial localization in sovereign hilltops, this formerly petrified mass 
gains a new motion and rhythm as it draws together: old enmities are 
transcended, intertribal communications are reestablished, and the 
imperatives of guerrilla warfare force a reevaluation of this rooted and 
impetuous localism. “The national circle widens and every new 
ambush signals the entry of new tribes. Every village becomes both an 
absolute agent and a relay ... Every new group that is constituted, 
every new volley of cannon fire signals that everybody is hunting the 
enemy, everybody is taking a stand.”49 Through the expansive myth of 
the nation, spontaneous revolts are knitted together into a complex 
revolutionary tapestry and the people rear up in unison. Localized 
spontaneity gives way to a “pragmatic realism” that sees a shift from 
local self-defense to the hypermobility of guerrilla war, in which the 
sovereign hilltop has been transcended and “every fighter carries the 
homeland to war between his bare toes.”50 If the nation is 
“everywhere,” then I need not remain “here” to defend it. 

But if the nation expands territorially according to the reunification 
of the rural and the urban, it also expands in a second sense as well 
that is too often overlooked in caricatures of Fanon as a hermetic 
nationalist. The simplicity of unmitigated war on an absolute enemy 
cannot survive if the struggle is to be victorious in the long run, and 
the transition from rebellious upsurge to revolutionary war requires 
that the insurgents “rediscover politics.” This is no longer politics “as 
a sleep-inducing technique or a means of mystification, but as the sole 
means for intensifying the struggle and preparing the people to lead 
the country lucidly.”51 This new politics stands as a way station 
between the simplistic inverted Manichaeism of the first stage and a 
deeper process of education and consciousness that is simultaneously 
a rediscovery of nuance, multiplicity, and complexity. Unreflective 
simplicity, the absolute opposition to the colonizer that was the sine 
qua non of the liberation struggle, now becomes a strategic—not to 
mention a human—liability. 


The “spectacular voluntarism” of the earliest stage of the struggle, 
“which was to bring the colonized people to absolute sovereignty in a 
single blow, the certainty one had of being able to carry together all 
the pieces of the nation at the same pace and according to the same 
perspective, and the strength grounded in this hope,” soon becomes a 
political liability. “As long as he believed in the mirage of the 
immediacy of his muscles, the colonized achieved no real progress 
along the road of knowledge. His consciousness remained 
rudimentary.”52 We are at the tipping point between the “grandeur” 
and “weakness” of spontaneity, at which the stages of the 
revolutionary struggle disintegrate entirely, since the transition 
beyond simplistic national consciousness both precedes and cuts across 
the moment of formal liberation that nominally marked its threshold. 
Before the enemy is expelled and the nation fully consolidated, the 
inverted Manichaeism at its foundation begins to itself collapse and 
fall away, inaugurating an outward motion toward a still-deferred 
universal. 


Violent Enlightenment 


The dialectic had been pressed into motion, but as Fanon lay dying he 
saw new dangers looming that threatened to halt that motion and 
close off the emergence of national consciousness. If formal 
emancipation and equality had once served to conceal continued 
white supremacy, with Black subjects “acted upon” as objects by the 
white world rather than themselves acting, the same threat loomed on 
the “post”-colonial horizon. The danger was a dual one: threatening to 
trap the young nation within the simplistic nationalism that had been 
its initial motor, while harnessing it globally into the neocolonial 
continuity of the capitalist world-system. The two faces of this threat 
are embodied in a single figure, as threatening as it was illusory as a 
class: the national bourgeoisie. 

Fanon is among the best diagnosticians of the particular position 
occupied by dependent, colonial economies in the world-system, and 
the danger of the national bourgeoisie as a “class” is rooted in this 
global constellation. Against the standard Marxist account that Sorel 
had sought to reinvigorate—in which society was increasingly divided 
into a civil war between proletariat and bourgeoisie—for Fanon, 
neither class plays this paradigmatic role in the colonized world. The 
industrial proletariat, he famously insists, is not only small but 
“pampered”—a judgment that would earn him much posthumous 
scorn from the Left.53 The limited size of the proletariat, moreover, is 
the direct consequence of the weakness of the national bourgeoisie, 
which cannot truly accumulate, has little incentive to reinvest profits 


domestically, and instead is condemned to and embraces its “historical 
mission as intermediary” in colonial extraction.54 

The national bourgeoisie cannot, in other words, perform the 
historic function of a bourgeoisie, and thereby embodies the 
motionless petrification that its existence threatens to introduce into 
the dialectics of decolonization. It is bourgeois but not bourgeois, 
national but not national, and is therefore confronted with a choice or, 
better put, a challenge: to abandon a full half of its contradictory self 
and commit class suicide.5s5 “In an underdeveloped country, the 
imperative duty of an authentic national bourgeoisie is to betray the 
vocation to which it is destined, to learn from the school of the people 
... We will see, unfortunately, that the national bourgeoisie often turns 
away from this heroic and positive path, which is both fertile and just, 
and unabashedly sinks to the antinational, and therefore abhorrent, 
path of a classical bourgeoisie, a bourgeois bourgeoisie that is dismally, 
inanely, and cynically bourgeois.”56 Whereas Fanon would famously 
insist that “each generation must discover its mission, fulfill or betray 
it,” the situation of the national bourgeoisie is more complex, since it 
is precisely its “historical mission” that must, in fact, be betrayed.57 
And yet the national bourgeoisie is unlikely to walk the path of the 
people, opting instead for the double determination of a “bourgeois 
bourgeoisie” that is nevertheless an objective impossibility. 

For Sorel, it was possible for a revitalized European bourgeoisie 
confronted with a combative proletariat to drive history forward 
through mutual enmity. There is no such possibility in Fanon’s 
account: bourgeoisie and proletariat can choose to stand on the 
sidelines of the national struggle or to join it, but in neither case do 
they constitute leading sectors. Despite Fanon’s quasi-Sorelian 
nostalgia for the “dynamic, pioneering aspect, the inventive, 
discoverer-of-new-worlds aspect” of a truly bourgeois bourgeoisie, this 
desperate gamble would prove futile, because the national bourgeoisie 
enters the global dialectic at a different stage: “It follows the Western 
bourgeoisie in its negative and decadent aspect without having 
accomplished the initial stages of exploration and invention ... At its 
outset the national bourgeoisie of the colonial countries identifies with 
the last stages of the Western bourgeoisie. Don’t believe it is skipping 
stages. In fact it starts at the end. It is already senile, having 
experienced neither the petulance, the intrepidness, nor the 
voluntarism of youth and adolescence.”58 

Apparent echoes of Sorel are thus purely hypothetical: the 
bourgeois phase, for Fanon, is “only justified if the national 
bourgeoisie is sufficiently powerful, economically and technically, to 
build a bourgeois society, to create the conditions for developing a 
sizeable proletariat, to mechanize agriculture, and finally pave the 


way for a genuine national culture.”59 Since this is impossible for a 
class that represents not “a replica of Europe but rather its caricature,” 
the question is moot. Against the accusation that he advocates 
skipping historical stages, Fanon deftly flips the script: it is the 
latecoming national bourgeoisie itself that hopes to skip stages, and 
since this is impossible, we must look for something different. 

The mere impossibility of the national bourgeoisie’s mission does 
not, however, reduce the danger this class poses as the spearhead of 
neocolonial continuity and an agent of antidialectical stasis. The 
national bourgeoisie, lacking the “homogeneity of caste” necessary to 
rupture the national totality and set it into motion, literally “serves no 
[dialectical] purpose ... the bourgeois phase in the history of the 
underdeveloped countries is a useless phase.”60 This uselessness is a 
positive threat, posing as it does the twin—and often complicit— 
dangers of a simplistic nationalism and neocolonial continuity. It is 
only by barring the way to the national bourgeoisie that the young 
nation can avoid preemptive closure and maintain the momentum 
necessary to transcend the merely national stage of its development 
and open outward toward the universal. 

Explicitly applying Sartre’s analysis of negritude in Orphée Noir to 
the travails of the young nation, Fanon assumes a lyricism more 
characteristic of Black Skin, White Masks. Whereas “Antiracist racism, 
the determination to defend one’s skin which characterizes the 
response by the colonized to colonial oppression, clearly represent 
sufficient reasons to engage in the struggle,” in other words to fuel the 
first stage of revolt, Fanon nevertheless adds that “Racism, hatred, 
resentment, and ‘the legitimate desire for revenge’ cannot sustain a 
war of liberation. These flashes in consciousness which hurl the body 
down tumultuous paths, which launch it into a quasi-pathological 
dreamlike state where the face of the other induces me to vertigo, 
where my blood calls for the blood of the other, where my death 
through mere inertia calls for the death of the other, this powerful 
passion of the first hours [of the struggle], disintegrates if it is left to 
feed on itself.”61 

There is no better proof than this that Fanon understood his task in 
Wretched as a repetition of his earlier dialectical argument vis-a-vis 
Black identity in the context of decolonial war. But while it may seem 
strange for Fanon to cite the very text that had previously cut him to 
the bone, he clearly maintains both the necessity of this prior “racist” 
stage and grants it a dialectical weight—a mythical “dreamlike” and 
vertiginous quality—that exceeds Sartre’s formulation. And more 
important still for this thinker resolutely “grounded in temporality,” 
unlike Sartre’s prognosticative subsumption of negritude, Fanon is 
writing from the center of the dialectic at the cusp of this necessary 


turning point. The recognition that “hatred does not constitute a plan 
of action” introduces a new torsion into the dialectic of decolonization 
that undermines Fanon’s own best attempt to cleanly distinguish 
stages. 

In the process, it gives rise to an intradialectical helix, according to 
which the nation, which cannot emerge except through an initially 
inverted Manichaeism, here disintegrates outward along the fine 
dialectical line between uncritical universalism and _ racial 
essentialism, an antiessentialist Manichaeism. As formal, de jure 
independence approaches on the heels of the de facto expansion of the 
nation from the interior toward the towns, nowhere is _ this 
disintegration clearer than in the sudden and jarring appearance of 
“multiple realities” within the young nation. “It was once all so simple 
with the bad on one side and the good on the other. The idyllic, 
unreal clarity of the early days is replaced by a penumbra that 
dislocates consciousness. The people discover that the iniquitous 
phenomenon of exploitation can assume a black or Arab appearance. 
They cry treason, but need to correct this cry. The treason is not 
national, it is a social treason, and they need to be taught to cry 
thief.”62 

The species distinction that had constituted the colonial system and 
structured the early period of resistance to it begins to devour itself: 
“The racial and racist level is transcended on both sides ... One no 
longer grabs a gun or a machete anytime a colonist appears. 
Consciousness stumbles upon partial, limited, and unstable truths. All 
this is, one can guess, extremely difficult.”63 Blacks can be traitors and 
whites can be comrades, and the shift from national to social treason 
marks a transition between stages of the struggle, however imprecise 
these may be: “The people, who had at the outset of the struggle 
adopted the primitive Manichaeism of the colonizer—Blacks and 
Whites, Arabs and Roumis—realize en route that some blacks can be 
whiter than the whites ... At this exact moment in the struggle 
clarification is crucial as it leads the people to replace a total and 
undifferentiated nationalism with social and economic consciousness.”64 

As if to hammer the dialectical point home, Fanon insists that this 
transition toward socioeconomic consciousness—from hermetic 
nationalism toward universal humanism—can come neither too early 
nor too late. If it arrives prematurely, that is, prior to the national 
phase, it runs the risk of short-circuiting national identity before it 
even coalesces, as Sartre had done to Blackness. “The second phase, 
i.e., nation building,” Fanon insists, “is facilitated by the existence of 
this mortar kneaded with blood and rage.”65 But the specific threat 
posed by the national bourgeoisie in power is that social consciousness 
will arrive late or even not at all: “If nationalism is not clarified, 


enriched, and deepened, if it is not transformed very quickly into 
social and political consciousness, into humanism, then it leads to a 
dead end. Bourgeois leadership of underdeveloped countries confines 
national consciousness to a sterile formalism.” 66 

If this feels like a traumatic shift in direction, one that requires the 
overcoming of the centripetal stumbling block posed by identity itself, 
it nevertheless draws upon and is catapulted forward by both the 
momentum of the revolutionary struggle and the continuity of 
“collective consciousness in motion.” This “enlightened and coherent 
praxis” is but another name for decolonial violence extended forth in 
perpetuity, and which is itself a source of Hegelian self-consciousness, 
clarity, and lucidity: “Violence alone, perpetrated by the people ... 
allows the masses to decipher social reality, only it provides the key. 
Without this struggle, without this knowledge-in-praxis there is 
nothing but a carnival parade and a lot of hot air. A minimal 
readaptation, a few reforms at the top, a flag, and down at the bottom 
the undivided and still medieval mass continues its perpetual 
movement.”67 Violence, the generative Rosetta Stone of the decolonial 
struggle, provides the most trustworthy vaccine against both 
remaining trapped within Manichaeism and the global continuity of 
neocolonialism. 

“To politicize the masses,” for Fanon, “is to make the nation in its 
totality a reality for every citizen ... to link up with the nation as a 
whole, to embody the constantly dialectical truth of the nation, and to 
will here and now the triumph of the total man ... Then, and only 
then, is everything possible.”6s And in so doing, this praxis opens the 
decolonial dialectic outward in the “long term” toward the universal, 
breaking down what divisions remain among the people while also 
raising them to the same level as their new leaders, whom they 
relentlessly interrogate, prying open a generative space to ground an 
interminably dynamic motion. “Enlightened by violence, the 
consciousness of the people rebels against any pacification. The 
demagogues, the opportunists and the magicians now have a difficult 
task. The praxis which pitched them into a desperate man-to-man 
struggle has given the masses a ravenous taste for the tangible. Any 
attempt at mystification becomes, in the long term, virtually 
impossible.” Through the struggle, “the people realize that life is an 
endless combat,” and that combat is no more and no less than the 
motor force of an equally endless dialectics.69 


“We Have Better Things to Do ...” 


This opening of an interminable dialectics within the nation, between 
mass and leadership, coincides with Fanon’s projection of that 


dialectic outward onto the global plane. After all, the almost 
inevitable failure of the national bourgeoisie, its opting for “sterile 
formalism” rather than filling the eyes of the nation with truly 
“human things,” is above all a failure rooted in its own global 
condition of impossibility.7o Here Fanon takes up in many ways the 
radically comparative task that I derive from C. L. R. James. In Black 
Jacobins, James draws an explicit analogy between the distinct class 
constellations present in revolutionary France and preindependence 
Haiti: white colonists are to the metropolitan aristocracy as mulattoes 
to the French bourgeoisie and ex-slaves to the poor French “masses.” 
The Jacobins, by contrast, were somewhere in-between: driven by 
those masses in an initial phase but caving to their own very 
bourgeois class tendencies in a later and more conservative phase. 

Wretched of the Earth takes up this comparative task quite self- 
consciously. The colonized working class is “pampered” and even 
“bourgeois,” the colonizer stands in as a sort of imposed foreign 
nobility, and the Eurocentric national bourgeoisie—incapable of being 
a truly “bourgeois bourgeoisie’—floats in the uncomfortable 
denationalized and classless space between the two, an intermediary 
class like James’s mulattoes, with all of the political instability this 
implies. It is only the rural peasantry—when fused with intellectuals 
and with the ex-peasant lumpenproletariat as urban spearhead—who 
have the potential to shake the “Jacobin” hierarchy of colonial rule.71 
Further, as we have seen, these categories are far from static, and 
enter almost immediately into a complex dialectical transformation: 
when the peasant and ex-peasant (lumpen) “masses” enter into 
motion, they become the “people,” who then carry and distribute a 
mobile and expansive “nation” wherever the struggle leads them. 

But this domestic repositioning is only half of the story. According 
to Ernesto Laclau, Fanon’s nation remains one in which “heterogeneity 
has simply disappeared as the result of the full return to a dialectical 
reversal,” adding—suggestively, for our analysis—that “Jacobinism is 
just around the corner.”72 But whereas this might accurately describe 
the initial stage of the struggle, which even Fanon himself suggests is 
characterized by a conscious elimination of heterogeneity, such a 
surface reading is simplistic on the face of things and openly negligent 
of the progression of Wretched of the Earth. As with this and other 
concerns frequently leveled against Fanon—that he glorifies violence, 
that he uncritically embraces the nation, that he was overly optimistic 
about the future course of African decolonization—one wonders 
whether many of the critics even read beyond the book’s famous first 
chapter.73 

Fanon’s pointed insistence that “national consciousness ... is not 
nationalism” points us in the right direction, but begs that we go 


further still.74 If the radicalized dialectics shared by Sorel and the 
early Fanon is premised upon the combative rupture of society and the 
displacement or deferral of unity, then how could Wretched, with its 
embrace of even a mobile national unity, lay claim to such a 
dialectical vision? Further, and more perilously, if we have seen that it 
is precisely this commitment to internal rupture that shields Sorel 
from the accusation of fascism, then how does Fanon avoid the charge 
of a decolonial fascism? The answer to this question comes in two 
parts that are, not coincidentally, the two faces of the dialectic itself: 
the internal and the external. 

Internally, we have seen that despite Fanon’s description of the first 
stage of decolonization as homogenizing the nation, this unity 
remained largely mythical, a horizon for the coalescence of forces—a 
point of condensation for revolutionary struggle—that masked its own 
real and persistent heterogeneity. The emergent nation is fractured 
and fissured from the outset, divided fundamentally into a rural/urban 
dialectic-within-a-dialectic, and even when it emerges, this is a 
powerfully mobile nation that is never reducible to the unity of a 
population or territory. Moreover, even before the national “stage” 
arrives, Fanon’s stages themselves disintegrate, racialist unification 
giving way to social nuance, and ushering in a proliferation of 
heterogeneity that the looming threat of a merely formal nationalism 
—one that is indeed Jacobin—threatens to halt. For Fanon, by 
contrast, the imperative is to continue to press forward.75 

The second, external aspect has to do with Fanon’s opening of the 
national—through his diagnosis of the colonial class constellation— 
outward onto a unified decolonial struggle of global proportions. It is 
in and through this leap that Fanon’s national consciousness gains a 
compatibility with a dialectics of rupture, precisely because his unit of 
analysis is no longer the national totality but the global world-system. 
Within this broader totality, the decolonial unity of the Third World 
itself constitutes a fracture, a dialectical rupture, an antagonistic 
frontier dividing the globe in unified resistance against the Jacobin 
ontological hierarchy of the modern/colonial world.76 

While Sorel opened a space for the relative autonomy of force, his 
goal was to set proletarian violence into motion against a stifling 
ideology of harmony that threatened to halt the dialectic of class 
struggle. Fanon’s description of ideology’s role under (European) 
capitalism echoes almost verbatim Sorel’s view: “In capitalist-type 
societies, education ... the fostering of love for harmony ... instill in 
the exploited a mood of submission and inhibition which considerably 
eases the task of the forces of order. In capitalist countries a multitude 
of sermonizers [professeurs de morale], counselors, and ‘confusion- 
mongers’ intervene between the exploited and those in power.”77 This 


description, however, serves as a foil for Fanon to insist that a very 
different dynamic exists on the other side of the colonial divide. 

Without minimizing the importance of ideology, we have seen 
already how he is nevertheless at pains to insist that in the colonial 
context, colonized subjects are contained not by sermonizing but “by 
rifle butts and napalm ... the government’s intermediary uses a 
language of pure violence. The agent does not alleviate oppression or 
mask domination. He displays and demonstrates them with the clear 
conscience of the forces of order. The intermediary carries violence 
into the homes and minds of the colonized subject.”7s Whereas 
Gramsci had mapped the relative importance of hegemony onto the 
unevenness of East and West, Fanon was here performing a similar 
operation along the “colonial difference.”79 Fanon’s proviso that the 
colonial order targets “minds” as well indicates that the distinction is 
not absolute, however. And just as domination fails to fully capture 
the colonial situation—indeed, to argue differently would mean 
discarding most of Black Skin and much of Wretched as well—Fanon 
argues that colonization also exceeds domination qualitatively as it 
exceeds the non-West geographically. 

Here the global contours of Fanon’s dialectic emerge alongside its 
decolonial content: “We must remember in any case that a colonized 
people is not just a dominated people. Under the German occupation the 
French remained human beings. Under the French occupation the 
Germans remained human beings. In Algeria there is not simply 
domination but the decision, literally, to occupy nothing else but a 
territory. The Algerians, the women dressed in ‘haiks,’ the palm 
groves, and the camels form the landscape, the natural backdrop for 
the human presence of the French.”s0 Mere domination does not 
colonialism make. Colonial relations are premised upon racial 
disqualification, but this racism is not reducible—as in many 
contemporary accounts—to the ideological superstructure, or even to 
a determination or effect of the economic structure. It is instead sub- 
structural, which is to say, grounded in the subontological zone of 
colonial nonbeing.s1 

This passage is equally interesting for what is absent, the Jews, who 
by implication are closer to a colonized population than to a merely 
dominated European population. The colonial difference cuts across 
Europe just as European colonization spreads globally under the black 
feet of the Pieds-Noirs, not to mention in the Eurocentric education 
instilled in even colonized elites. Following Césaire’s view of anti- 
Semitism as “a terrific boomerang effect” whereby racial-colonial 
ontological disqualification is revisited upon Europe, Fanon too 
irreversibly transcends the national as a unit of analysis when he 
structures his analysis according to the colonial difference.s2 The 


colonial difference appears, in this view, as a broad rupture cutting 
across the global itself, one that is reducible to neither the internal 
(dialectical) difference of mutual relation nor to the external (for 
Fanon, more Manichaean) difference of meaningless diversity. Instead, 
the colonial rupture internal to the modern/colonial world-system is 
one that emerges first from the one-sided domination of the colonial 
enterprise before coalescing into a combative decolonial resistance 
that is itself global.s3 

Fanon’s leap to the global is therefore not characterized by an 
immediate embrace of the universal. Far from it: he displaces analysis 
to the global level at the same time that he defers the universal even 
further into the future, deepening the oppositions at the heart of a 
global dialectics while insisting on the indeterminate open-endedness 
of that process. This is not, in other words, a shift to what Hardt and 
Negri understand as the “plane of immanence” characterizing Empire 
as a global order.s4 In their view, the shift to the global entails a 
concomitant shift in resistance, but one that differs radically from 
Fanon’s view. Dialectics has come to an end, the distinction between 
interiority and exteriority evaporates, and there remains nothing but 
Empire as “a regime that effectively encompasses the spatial 
totality.”385 

While it would be misleading to suggest that Hardt and Negri view 
this Imperial “totality” as a reconciled universal order, they 
nevertheless view the dispersed resistances arrayed against this 
Empire—what they call “Multitude’—as immanent to it: “The 
struggles to contest and subvert Empire, as well as those to construct a 
real alternative, will thus take place on the Imperial terrain itself.” 86 
In Fanon’s view, by contrast, the terrain of struggle is not the 
singularity of Empire but the dividedness of a global Manichaeism 
that must be transformed through inversion into a combative dialectic 
of global resistance. It is precisely by forgetting the contours of the 
colonial difference—with which Hardt and Negri are arguably 
complicit—that Empire is able to come into being in the first place, 
and it is by denying the possibility of dialectical oppositions on the 
global level that one renders such oppositions ineffective. 

Against such immobilizations of the dialectic—either uncritical 
universalism or hermetic separatism—Fanon concludes Wretched with 
a striking condemnation of “mimicry” that has powerfully dialectical 
implications. His appeal to a build a new humanity “to walk in the 
company of man, every man” echoes the fraught universalism of Black 
Skin, White Masks.s7 But much had changed during this longest of 
decades, giving rise to a paradoxical combination of the optimistically 
exhortative appeal to “comrades” of the “Internationale” with 
Roumain’s more radical displacement of that universal toward which 


they were called to fight.ss This is no longer the anguished lament- 
appeal with which he had drawn Black Skin to a close, but rather an 
exhortative plea to change course in the present, to walk the path of 
global combat with no easy certainty that the anticipated future would 
ever arrive. 

This was a call to shake off the old night for the new day, but the 
preparation for this dawn required a very real ruptures: old 
friendships to be broken, old beliefs abandoned, and above all, 
mimicry of past efforts to be rejected. And in fact, these imperatives 
were all one and the same: the old friendships were Old World ties, 
the old beliefs were Eurocentric articles of faith, and the path refused 
was the unilinear trajectory to which Europe had condemned the 
Third World. “We have better things to do,” Fanon insisted, “than 
follow in that Europe’s footsteps”: “Come, comrades, the European 
game is finally over, we must find something else. We can do anything 
today provided we do not ape Europe, provided we are not obsessed 
with catching up with Europe ... When I look for man in the technique 
and style of Europe, I see a series of denials of man, an avalanche of 
murders.”s9 European thought emerged parched, its withering roots 
desperately seeking an impossible sustenance in arid spaces where the 
human is not to be found. 

Even dialectics, as Sorel had shown, lacked traction in this 
peculiarly barren space: the European proletariat could have smashed 
the narcissistic dialogue of European thought, but it refused to step 
forward, instead demanding inclusion in the totalizing Hegelianism of 
the “European Spirit.” The result was a frozen dialectic: “Comrades, 
let us flee this motionless movement where the dialectic has gradually 
metamorphosed a logic of equilibrium.”00 But this European 
equilibrium was only possible at the expense of a substantive outside 
beyond its borders, and while Fanon here seems sympathetic to 
Foucault’s denunciation of dialectical “recolonization,” he moves 
beyond mere denunciation by appealing to that outside—that 
“something else” beyond the barrenness of Europe—as a source for 
new motion.91 When he does so, it is neither as a flight to pure 
exteriority nor a resignation to pure immanence. 

In Fanon’s dramatic inversion of global Manichaeism, the new 
human will spring not from the spiritual desiccation of Europe. 
Instead, it was the global “zone of nonbeing,” that apparently “sterile 
and arid region” populated through condemnation, that would 
provide the sole source for a new dialectical motion, “from which a 
genuine new departure can emerge.”92 “No,” Fanon insists, “we do not 
want to catch up with anyone.”93 Instead of a global mimicry in which 
the wretched would turn once again toward the master and away from 
the world, the revolutionary Third World needs to “shake off” both its 


attachment and vengeful opposition to Europe—a sort of decolonial 
intifada—turning away from the master to lose itself in its only true 
work.94 

This work, this task is to “grow a new skin, develop a new way of 
thinking, and endeavor to set afoot a new man,” and the fact that this 
process is undertaken “for Europe, for ourselves, and for humanity” is 
a succinct indication of its dialectical aims: with Europe as antithesis 
and humanity marking a distant universal horizon, the only path 
forward is “ourselves,” the revolutionary assertion of decolonial 
identity emerging from the zone of nonbeing to press the dialectic into 
motion.95 This is a decolonized global dialectic that walks the fine line 
between essentialism and the universal, recognizing both European 
accomplishments and European crimes. The “most odious” of these 
crimes being “the crumbling of [human] unity,” both in European 
class divisions and across humanity more generally in ontological 
hierarchies of racism, colonialism, and slavery. 

Fanon’s leap to the global is thus irreversible, and therefore his 
formulation of a decolonized dialectic is not simply complementary to 
the radicalized dialectic of European class struggle we find in Sorel. 
Instead, it displaces the narrow European dialectic by way of a 
“decolonial turn” in which the national unit of analysis is no longer 
sufficient—if it ever was—while the decolonial nation assumes an 
oppositional position within the broader unit of analysis that is the 
global-colonial totality of the world-system.97 But Fanon’s 
transcendence of Sorel—and decolonization’s displacement of the class 
struggle strictly understood—nevertheless reveals a_ peculiar 
compatibility between first-world class struggle and the third-world 
decolonial “nation”: neither is totalizing and unifying, and both 
instead stand in the middle of the dialectic as combative identities 
pressing, in their best formulations, toward an open-ended future. 

When the national constitutes rupture instead of totalizing unity, it 
cannot be fascist, and if the decolonial nation can thereby be spared 
the smear of fascism, its appearance at the heart of global antagonism 
nevertheless points toward a new, global fascism against which we 
must guard. Césaire’s and Fanon’s insistence on the _ historical 
homology of colonialism and fascism acquires here a new relevance in 
the emergence of a new global-colonial order. Sorel’s dialectic of class 
struggle therefore becomes compatible with radically dialectical 
notions of race, people, and even nation, but only does so on the eve 
of its own obsolescence. And indeed, as waves of migration into 
Europe—a new (post)colonial boomerang effect—provoke ever- 
sharpening existential crises, this obsolescence is undeniable. To 
paraphrase C. L. R. James’s own decolonial détournement of Francois- 
René de Chateaubriand’s description of the French Revolution, we 


might even say that “the European workers began the revolution: the 
colonized masses will complete it.”98 


CHAPTER 4 


LATIN AMERICAN DIALECTICS AND THE OTHER 


Fanon’s decolonization of Sorel’s dialectic of class struggle, while 
arguably indebted to the syndicalist’s concept of violence and 
revolutionary identity, was nevertheless irreversible. While in a 
certain sense Fanon did with racial and national identity what Sorel 
had done with class, the national unit of analysis was rendered 
obsolete in the process, making it impossible to move backward to 
prioritize any rupture—be it of class or race—contained entirely 
within the national framework. Not only is Fanon’s decolonial nation 
dynamic and nontotalizing—in sum, dialectical—but this internal 
motility opens outward as well, proliferating the broad opposition 
between a revolutionary Third World and a stagnant Europe stripped 
of all dynamism. 

By locating the decolonial nation within the broader framework of 
the colonial difference, in other words, Fanon renders Sorel’s class- 
centrism untenable even at the heart of Europe: after all, turn-of-the- 
century France was and today remains nothing if not colonial through 
and through. Our progression from class to race to nation, and onward 
toward the people, is therefore neither a linear nor a contingent one, 
but one that seeks to approximate with more precision those political 
identities most relevant to the task of decolonization, a task that 
concerns us all. If Fanon thus put forth a theory of decolonization as 
an explicitly dialectical movement, this turn to the language of 
dialectics nevertheless presents a theoretical challenge once we turn to 
a different identity: that of the people. 

In what follows, I approach popular identity in the specifically 
Latin American context, doing so through the contributions of another 
giant of decolonial thought: the exiled Argentinian philosopher of 


liberation, Enrique Dussel. As we will see, Dussel arrives at his 
concept of the people (el pueblo) by passing through a similarly 
dialectical conception of the decolonial nation, which he formulates at 
the intersection of Hegelian dialectics and Emmanuel Levinas’s 
concept of exteriority—that is, at the border separating internal from 
external differences. As a result, Dussel’s pueblo retains much of the 
conflictive, heterogeneous, and transformative character of Fanon’s 
nation, while also allowing us to stitch together many of the identities 
discussed so far (class, race, and nation) into a multiplicity of 
overlapping microdialectics without displacing any of these, reflecting 
while also complicating Fanon’s transnational scope. 

But the theoretical challenge of thinking a decolonized dialectics 
jointly through Fanon and Dussel is this: by drawing Levinas into the 
equation, Dussel formulates popular identity in a way that is, at least 
on the surface, sharply critical of dialectics, and even explicitly anti- 
dialectical. His attempts to decolonize the dialectical framework, in 
fact, bring him to the cusp of rejecting dialectics tout court in favor of 
the sort of pure appeal to the Other found in the Levinasian concept of 
exteriority. And since this appeal to the Other is fundamentally 
ethical, in courting Levinas, Dussel would also seem to court an 
ethical approach that is arguably incompatible with the ethical 
impossibility diagnosed by Sorel and Fanon. 

However, I argue that Dussel ultimately pulls back from this 
antidialectical precipice as a direct result of his own process of 
decolonizing Levinas. Instead, he situates analectics—the turn toward 
the Other, the outside, and the beyond, understood in concrete 
historical terms rather than ethical terms—as a moment in a broader 
dialectical progression. It is this complex and dynamic relationship 
between dialectics and analectics that will finally come to rest at the 
heart of Dussel’s more recent formulation of the people. By viewing 
Fanon and Dussel in a sort of productive parallax, drawing the 
former’s zone of nonbeing into conversation with the latter’s notion of 
exteriority, I draw out some important resonances between the two 
that can function heuristically toward the decolonization of political 
thought broadly and dialectics in particular. It will be this decolonized 
dialectics—at the crossroads of rupture and exteriority—that I will 
then put to the test, in chapter 5, as an interpretive lens for grasping 
contemporary identity dynamics in Venezuela. 


Toward Colonial Realities 


Fanon’s impact in Latin America, while often overlooked, has been 
significant.1 This has been particularly true of Fanon’s role as a 
radicalizing influence on the later waves of dependency theory, where 


his leap to the global level would prove decisively important. Here 
Fanon was not alone, however, and his influence dovetailed directly 
with that of another pioneer of decolonized dialectics: the Peruvian 
socialist José Carlos Maridtegui. Maridtegui—himself not 
coincidentally a Sorel devotee—could be considered the founder of a 
properly Latin American Marxism, one that was not imposed 
unilaterally by the Soviet Comintern, but that instead developed on 
the basis of a concrete analysis of local conditions and class 
structures.2 Mariategui’s starting point, like Fanon’s, was the 
specificity of his still-colonial reality, and hence the object of study in 
his Seven Interpretive Essays was clearly demarcated as Peruvian Reality. 
This foregrounding of “reality” as the basis for theoretical revision sits 
at the intersection of two elements that Mariategui shares with Sorel: 
his methodological skepticism toward sectarian dogma and totalizing 
theories on the one hand, as well as an openness toward a 
spiritualized and heroic Marxism grounded in antagonism on the 
other. 

As Mariategui himself put it: “I do not think it is possible to 
imagine the entire panorama of the contemporary world in one theory 
... We have to explore it and know it, episode by episode, facet by 
facet. Our view and our imagination will always be delayed in respect 
to the entirety of the phenomenon. Therefore, the best way to explain 
and communicate our time is one that is perhaps a little bit 
journalistic and a bit cinematographic.” To this he added, elsewhere: 
“Ideas that are perfect, absolute, abstract, indifferent to the facts, to a 
changing and moving reality do not work; ideas that are germinal, 
concrete, dialectical, functional, rich in potential and capable of 
movement do.”3 In other words, Mariategui, like Sorel, embraced the 
openness and mobility of dialectics without falling prey to the 
predetermined and totalizing “dialectical illusions” that would 
foreclose even on this mobility itself. 

Rejecting such illusions and turning instead to an analysis of 
concrete reality put Mariategui on a collision course with the 
Comintern and one of the most pernicious and intransigent elements 
of the official Marxian dialectic: the suggestion—later transformed 
into a dogma—that less-developed countries must necessarily pass 
through capitalism as an unavoidable precondition for a communist 
future. As a result, Mariategui, like Sorel, would have to fight a war 
on two fronts against a dialectical “bad unity” of orthodox Marxists 
and reformists. For Mariategui, however, the part of the reformists 
was played by the anti-imperialist social democracy of Victor Ratl 
Haya de la Torre, who while standing ostensibly opposed to Soviet 
orthodoxy, nevertheless shared the view that capitalism would play a 
progressive role in modernizing the class structures of so-called 


underdeveloped countries. 

Here, Mariategui prefigured Fanon, who tersely dismissed both the 
colonized bourgeoisie (as “useless”) and colonized proletariat (as 
“pampered”). When Fanon was consequently accused of attempting to 
skip necessary historical stages, he quickly turned the tables on his 
accusers. Unlike Sorel’s dialectic of European class struggle, in which 
action by one side (the proletariat) could reinvigorate the other (the 
bourgeoisie), awakening in them a sense of their historical task, Fanon 
saw little possibility of re-creating the dynamism of the original 
Marxian binary in the colonized context. The national bourgeoisie is 
already decadent—incapable of even “skipping stages” because “it 
starts at the end”—and the miniscule proletariat is both too weak and 
too strategically important to the colonial system—and thus bought 
off—to effectively change things.4 

However, we should be careful not to miss the point: this was not a 
question of whether “skipping” dialectical stages was possible or 
desirable, but a more radical rejection of the very idea that such 
stages even existed to begin with in the context of the hierarchical 
structures of the global capitalist world-system. Against the linear, 
developmentalist, and Eurocentric Marxist dialectic—with its politics 
of stages and Comintern-enforced alliances with the stunted national 
bourgeoisie—Mariategui therefore adopted a proto-Fanonian line. For 
underdeveloped nations, so-called development is essentially impossible, 
because capitalism doesn’t fundamentally operate on the national 
level at all, but instead as a global system of structured inequality that 
obstructs rather than facilitates development in exploited zones. 

As Fanon would later do, Mariategui immersed himself in the study 
of the colonial and nominally postcolonial class constellation to 
discover what developmental “deviations” had been introduced by 
colonization and what the political impacts of these deviations might 
be. Having ruled out as potential revolutionary subjects both the 
middle classes (privileged by Haya) and the traditional proletariat 
alone (which he viewed in terms similar to Fanon), Mariategui instead 
sought to reinfuse Peruvian socialism with a view of class struggle as 
not purely economically determined, incorporating the cultural, 
political, and economic legacy of indigenous communism into what he 
deemed “Indo-American Socialism.”5 Thus if the colonial class 
structure posed a barrier to dialectical motion similar to that which 
Sorel had confronted in France—in which proletariat and bourgeoisie 
failed to face each other directly in a great social war—both 
Mariategui and Fanon turned to the antagonistic projection of 
combative identities to jumpstart historical motion, but did so 
according to dramatically different parameters than had Sorel. 

The influence of this arguably Sorel-inspired decolonial couplet, 


Mariategui and Fanon, on Latin American thought would prove 
significant. Influenced by both, dependency theorists like André 
Gunder Frank would come to understand capitalism as a global 
structure, thereby challenging both existing linear (as in 
Modernization Theory) or purportedly dialectical (as in Stalinist 
orthodoxy) approaches.s According to Ramon _ Grosfoguel, 
“Dependentistas consider incorrect the assumption that equates 
development to passing through the same ‘stages’ of the so-called 
advanced societies. Since historical time is not—as the modernization 
theories presuppose—chronological and unilinear, the experience of 
the metropolitan societies cannot be repeated ... Development and 
underdevelopment coexist simultaneously in historical time.”7 It 
would be from this Latin American crucible—whose rebellious heat 
fused elements of Mariategui and Fanon with dependency theory, 
liberation theology, and indigenous Marxism—that Enrique Dussel’s 
philosophy of liberation would emerge as both a challenge to and a 
contribution to the project of a decolonized dialectics. 


From Totality to Exteriority 


If references to Fanon in Dussel’s sprawling works are few and far 
between, there can be little question as to the conceptual and political 
ground shared by these two giants of decolonial thought. In the 
preface to his first major work, Philosophy of Liberation, Dussel 
describes his philosophy as surging forth from “the oppressed of the 
earth, the condemned of world history,” a clear nod to Wretched of the 
Earth (in Spanish, Los condenados de la tierra).s Fanon is mentioned, 
furthermore, as a pioneer whose work was “already a beginning” of 
the sort of “substantive, explicit philosophy” of decolonization that 
Dussel himself sought to produce.9 Moving toward the question at 
hand, Dussel even suggests—as had Fanon—that, under colonial 
conditions, the Hegelian master-slave dialectic “is no longer possible: 
the slave disappears from the horizon—by death.”10 

Dussel’s intellectual trajectory, however, draws him first toward 
and then away from a dialectical framework. After first sinking his 
roots into the unperturbed universal ground of Heideggerian ontology, 
Dussel soon turned to Hegelian dialectics not for the universal 
reciprocity it provided, but for the internal rupture it made possible— 
cleaving the totality in two and setting it into motion. In the process, 
“Dussel discovers two valuable aspects of the dialectic: it denies the 
security and obviousness of everyday life, and it opens out on 
encompassing ontological structures, which are never exhaustively 
known.”11 He would not remain long within the realm of the purely 
dialectical, however. Between roughly 1969 and 1972, as though 


propelled by the energy of dialectical motion itself, Dussel had shifted 
from Heidegger, through Hegel, and on to Emmanuel Levinas’s radical 
critique of ontology, which finally awakened him from his 
“ontological slumber.” 12 

What Levinas’s ethics of alterity offered Dussel was not merely the 
sort of theory of internal rupture that he had already found in Hegel, 
but moreover a rupture that opened outward toward exteriority, the 
beyond, which Dussel would come to understand both philosophically 
(as internal transcendentality) and geopolitically (as the global 
periphery). While Dussel teeters on the edge of a total rejection of 
dialectics, however, he goes no further. Instead, the internal 
parameters of his decolonial approach press dialectics to the limit, the 
outer border marked by Hegel’s difference-diversity distinction, just as 
this same decolonial sensibility prevents him from abandoning 
dialectics entirely. By ambitiously incorporating not only internal but 
also outward rupture, by fusing Levinas with Hegel and later Marx, 
Dussel is able preserve the dynamic mobility that dialectics—if given a 
good push from below—can provide. 

By the time Dussel published Philosophy of Liberation, in 1976, he 
had been fully awakened from various slumbers, and not only in the 
theoretical realm: in 1973, Dussel’s home in Argentina was bombed by 
the far Right, and within two years—with military coup just over the 
horizon—he was expelled from his university and exiled to Mexico.13 
The impact of the blast was more than merely biographical or even 
psychological: it was inscribed in the book’s form as well. While 
undeniably systematic, Philosophy of Liberation is _ also 
uncharacteristically terse, due in large part to the fact that Dussel’s 
personal library—including his complete works of Hegel and Marx— 
had been blown into the street, left “unbound by the bomb.”14 Dussel 
often holds these bomb-damaged books up before his students—it’s 
hard to imagine a more effective demonstration of the mutual 
imbrication of theory and practice. 

The load-bearing beam upon which Philosophy of Liberation rests is 
a critique of the same paradigm of totality whose interrogation also 
drives my project, and for Dussel, totality is an inherently colonial 
concept. Abstractly understood, totality is, for Dussel as for Levinas, 
openly hostile to alterity and difference, always seeking to incorporate 
the Other within itself under the category of the same. As a result and 
by its own intrinsic dynamics, totality is always tinged with the threat 
of a totalitarianism under which the Other suffers disproportionately: 
“Totality, the system, tends to totalize itself, to center upon itself, and 
to attempt—temporally—to eternalize its present structure. Spatially, 
it attempts to include intra-systemically all possible exteriority. As the 
bearer of an infinite hunger, the fetish attempts to install itself forever 


in an insatiable cannibalism [antropofagia] ... Totalized totality, 
Cyclops or the Leviathan on earth, kills as many alien faces as 
question it.”15 

Ontology—Dussel continues alongside Levinas—is the form of 
thinking proper to the category of totality, but as soon as he begins to 
fill this category with specific practical content, the gap between the 
two thinkers begins to widen. For Dussel, the ontology in question— 
like the totality that grounds it—is fundamentally colonial, “the 
ideology of ideologies, the foundation of the ideologies of empires, of 
the [global] core,” and in a more self-critical vein, this former 
Heideggerian adds that “classical philosophy of all epochs constitutes 
the theoretical consummation of the practical oppression of 
peripheries.”16 Ontology, the study of a universal foundation of Being, 
is by its very definition bound up in the enterprise of colonization; it is 
a logic of the same, an ideology that subsumes all that is different to a 
universal view. 

The origin of this universal is, not coincidentally, European and 
“civilized,” and it is from a radical critique of the complicity of 
ontology with coloniality—the revelation, echoing Césaire, that 
behind a civilized facade there lies the opposite, an “insatiable 
cannibalism”—that epistemic decolonization sets out. As with Fanon, 
Being here stands against its disqualified opposite: in Parmenides’s 
tautological equation of philosophy with ontology, “Being is; non- 
Being is not.” But Dussel immediately recasts this opposition in the 
practical categories of his own political engagement, drawn not 
coincidentally from dependency theory: “The center is; the periphery 
is not.” To which he adds, echoing Fanon’s distinction between 
visibility and the violence of appearance, “Being is; beings are what 
are seen and controlled.”17 The totality cannot admit the other as 
Other. Rather she is not, and if she speaks—or more radically, 
questions—this quasi-Fanonian appearance of non-Being does violence 
to the order of things, and cannot be ignored. 

The “alien faces” questioning the existing order are themselves 
guilty of provoking an inevitable massacre, a simultaneously 
epistemological act that Dussel sarcastically deems heroic: “To speak 
non-Being is falsehood. Before the other can continue their task of 
falsification and demoralization of the system, the hero throws himself 
upon the enemy, the other, and annihilates them, kills them.”1s 
Colonization itself is what Dussel describes as a “huge dialectico- 
ontological process of human history” that subsumes the Other to the 
same: “Clothed in noble, warlike, healthy, Nietzschean virtues, white- 
skinned and blond-haired like the Aryans, Europe throws itself onto 
the periphery, onto the geopolitical exteriority ... In the name of 
Being ... it annihilates the alterity of Others ... violently expands the 


frontiers of its world ... The conquest of Latin America, the 
enslavement of Africa and its colonization, as well as that of Asia, 
constitute the dominating dialectical expansion of ‘the same’ that 
murders ‘the other,’ totalizing it in ‘the same’ ... Tautology takes 
possession of everything.”19 

Here Dussel’s suspicion toward dialectics—whose “proper sphere ... 
is the ontological,” whose proper category is totality, and whose 
operational “principle is that of identity and difference”—is already 
perfectly clear.20 Dialectical difference, understood as an internally 
determined relation, is a category of the same. In this view, dialectics 
is therefore always dangerously colonial, because it is internal to the 
system and points always toward resolution through the gradual and 
selfsame expansion of that system. Like Foucault, and arguably 
Levinas as well, Dussel here presents an oversimplified view in which 
there is only one possible dialectics: conservative and totalizing, 
contained within the bounds of a totality that divides cleanly and 
without remainder, and whose motion—rather than incessant, open- 
ended, and unpredictable—is a stale and mechanical expansion of the 
same. 

Against this sort of totality-bound dialectics, Dussel follows Levinas 
toward what he calls “analectics,” in which the ano refers to the realm 
of the beyond, to exteriority, to the Other. Whereas dialectics proper, 
for Dussel, constitutes an ontological dynamic internal to the totality, 
operating according to the parameters of identity and (internal) 
difference, “the analectical moment opens us up to the metaphysical 
sphere ... Its proper category is that of exteriority ... Its principle is 
not that of identity but rather that of separation, distinction,” or in 
other words, something closer to Hegel’s external difference or 
diversity.21 But while Dussel’s rejection of dialectics as essentially 
colonial seems relatively straightforward and faithful to Levinas, on 
second glance it becomes clear how radically he breaks with, 
overcomes, and decolonizes Levinas in the process of formulating an 
approach which remains in many senses dialectical. 22 


Decolonizing Levinas 


If Dussel had truly been faithful to Levinas’s outright rejection of 
dialectics and embrace of an ethics of alterity, this would pose a 
seemingly insurmountable obstacle to claiming Dussel’s place in the 
project of a decolonized dialectics. But as we have already begun to 
notice, Dussel is far from the faithful disciple of Levinas he might 
initially seem: the categories are too concrete, too replete with 
references to specifically Latin American realities to be fully 
compatible with Levinas’s own deliberately abstract philosophy. Here 


I argue that it is in fact in Dussel’s breaks with Levinas and critiques of 
the latter’s residual Eurocentrism that we can trace and uncover his 
counterintuitive attachment to a reformulated dialectics that is 
decolonized in the process. 

To begin, whereas Levinas’s concept of exteriority is so absolute 
and so omnipresent as to be equivalent to being itself, Dussel’s own 
concept of exteriority is neither as absolute nor as universally 
distributed.23 While every individual bears some capacity for “interior 
transcendentality” on the level of consciousness—to the degree that 
Dussel even defines metaphysics as “knowing how to ponder the 
world from the exteriority of the other”—their exteriority exists only 
in relation to specific and concrete systems of oppression.24 And since 
these institutional systems are multiple and overlapping, exteriority, 
too, is expressed in a multiplicity of subject-positions. But what is 
crucial is that Dussel refuses Levinasian abstraction and instead insists 
on establishing these positions concretely. Thus for Dussel the 
paradigmatic case of exteriority is precisely hunger, a phenomenon 
both incredibly concrete and “subversive,” in that it entails the need 
to overcome the existing political reality that is its condition of 
possibility.25 Whereas Levinas emphasized the “face” of the other as 
the absolute basis for a universal openness toward alterity, Dussel’s 
face—consistent with this resolute concreteness—is neither absolute 
nor universal, but instead “reveals a people before it reveals an 
individual,” its physiognomy etched by centuries.26 Further, it is no 
mistake that these are “alien faces [rostros ajenos],” a more collective 
and physical visage of the foreigner than Levinas’s abstract “face of 
the Other [la cara del Otro].” 

This concretizing move gestures toward an even more fundamental 
break with Levinas, in which Dussel further maps his quasi-Fanonian 
category of nonbeing onto global structures of colonialism and 
dependency in which “the center is; the periphery is not.”27 This is 
not, however, a resort to simple and undifferentiated nationalism, a 
fetishized romanticization of the colonized subject, or an exoticist 
primitivism of a substantial “outside.” Instead, Dussel’s exteriority is a 
complex, multiple, and dynamic relation that grows out of the 
intersection of class with nation: “the oppressed or popular classes of 
dependent nations” possess “the maximum exteriority,” and it is 
through this “metaphysical alterity” that they “can project a real and 
new alternative for future humanity.”2s But the expansiveness of 
exteriority allows this exteriority to incorporate all those groups that 
are systematically excluded (economically, politically, according to 
gender, etc.) from the various systems constituting that totality and 
the global “cultural exteriority” of colonized and formerly colonized 
spaces, where collective practices predate or coexist with those 


constituting the global world-system. 

Finally, this reformulation of the Levinasian concept of exteriority 
informs Dussel’s own direct critique of the Eurocentrism of a thinker 
who so inspired him. Dussel recalls a 1971 conversation with Levinas 
in which it became evident that the latter had never really considered 
the possibility of an exteriority beyond Europe, in the colonized and 
formerly colonized global periphery.29 This was more than a merely 
coincidental oversight, however, since Dussel would come to identify 
the metaphysical absoluteness of Levinas’s Other as the source of his 
“equivocation.”30 By formulating exteriority as absolute and 
equivalent to Being, Levinas had obscured the concrete existence of 
nonbeing and—worse still from the perspective of a radically 
combative dialectics—he had run the risk of erecting yet another 
“false universalism” of the sort that Dussel, like Fanon and Sorel, is so 
intent on debunking.31 

Just as Fanon’s concretization of the Hegelian notion of alterity in 
the master-slave dialectic as internal, reciprocal, and reversible allows 
him to retain and reformulate aspects of the dialectical approach— 
breathing new life into them by filling them with particular content— 
so too does Dussel’s concretization of Levinasian exteriority allow him 
to transcend the Eurocentric limitations of that approach without 
abandoning entirely the generativity of the encounter with the Other. 
It is in part by concretizing Levinas’s own categories and subjecting 
these to a decolonial critique that Dussel avoids what is perhaps the 
greatest risk of the Levinasian approach: enthroning the ethics of the 
Other as yet another first philosophy. Moreover, this temptation 
constitutes a risk for my project as well: were Dussel a fundamentally 
ethical thinker—as some would certainly argue—it would be difficult 
to reconcile his approach with the ethical impossibility that both Sorel 
and Fanon had diagnosed under colonial conditions. 

Here, however, Dussel draws upon liberation theology’s 
“preferential option for the poor” not to uphold the primacy of ethics, 
but quite the opposite: a preferential option for decolonization that 
effectively inverts this relationship, situating the concrete liberation of 
the global exteriority as the precondition and foothold for 
philosophical thought itself. In this inverted view, “it is necessary to 
think what has never been thought before: the very process of the 
liberation of dependent and peripheral countries ... The option for this 
praxis is the beginning of a philosophical protodiscourse. Politics 
introduces ethics, which in turn introduces philosophy.”32 Against all 
appearances, Dussel is therefore not a primarily ethical thinker, but 
instead one for whom ethics finds its basis in the concrete oppositional 
political struggles that he seeks to channel.33 Echoing Fanon’s concept 
of sociogeny, Dussel insists that “theory is not sufficient in analectics,” 


and this backhanded critique of Levinas, and the turn toward the 
concrete face of the historical Other that it entails, prevents him from 
seeking refuge in the preemptive closure of an ethical universalism, 
driving him instead back toward a combative popular dialectics.34 


Dialectics of the Other 


Despite the clear complicity that Dussel tracks between totality, 
ontology, and dialectics, his commitment to decolonization in theory 
and in practice leads him not to reject dialectics out of hand. Instead, 
by injecting a decolonial skepticism into his embrace of Levinas, 
Dussel’s commitment to concrete struggles generates an analectically 
enriched dialectic, one that draws upon exteriority as its source but 
finds its motive force in the dynamic movement of oppositions. In 
what he will come to call an “ana-dialectical” method, Dussel insists 
that, for the concrete “historical-biographical” Other, liberation can 
only take the form of “relaunching the system as a whole in a 
dialectical motion that leaves people free.”35 This is a reformulated 
and decolonized dialectics in which the analectical appeal to the 
Other figures not as a method per se—i.e. as a replacement for 
dialectics—but instead as one “moment” in what he calls a “positive 
or metaphysical dialectical method,” recalling that metaphysical here 
is essentially synonymous with thinking “from the exteriority of the 
other.”36 

What Dussel envisions therefore is a “sequence” of moments that 
begins with a turn toward exteriority in which the “totality is called 
into question by the provocative (apocalyptic) appeal [interpelacién] of 
the other.”37 This “analectical moment” then serves as “the foothold 
for new unfoldings,” a sturdy cornerstone from which a combative 
dialectical movement can burst forth.3s The analectical appeal to 
exteriority is therefore not the denial of the radical potential of 
dialectical motion that it had initially appeared to be, but instead its 
re-grounding in a potent and untapped source, a sort of positive and 
substantive stepping-stone for a dialectical motion that is decolonized 
by virtue of setting out from “the affirmation of exteriority”: 


It is not only the denial of the denial of the system on the basis of 
the affirmation of the totality [i.e. a dialectical negation of the 
negation]. It is the overcoming of the totality but not merely as the 
actuality of what is present in the system as potential. It is the 
overcoming of totality on the basis of internal transcendentality or 
exteriority, that which has never been within. To affirm exteriority 
is to realize what is impossible for the system ... it is to realize the 
new, that which is unforeseeable from the perspective of the 
totality, that which emerged from an unconditioned, revolutionary, 


and innovative freedom.39 


Such an appeal is more than a merely internal and negative critique 
of the totality, in other words, more than simply dialectical rupture. 
Given both the colonial tendency of ontology and its violent hostility 
to difference, as well as the reality of exteriority in the concrete 
struggles of colonized and formerly colonized peoples, Dussel will 
insist that “the negative dialectic is no longer enough.”40 A dialectics 
that instead sets out with one foot in exteriority refers not to the self- 
enclosed movement of identity and difference, and certainly not to the 
brutal colonization of the Other, but instead to an open-ended 
decolonial process that shakes the ontological Ground of Being. 

While Dussel’s critique of negative dialectics is a bit jarring for 
those of us steeped in Western Marxism and Frankfurt School critical 
theory, for Dussel this negativity does not refer strictly to the open- 
endedness of the process—which he upholds—but instead to the 
internal nature of its oppositions. He does in fact suggest that those 
thinkers often associated with negative dialectics “like Marcuse, 
Adorno, or even Bloch” are “naive with respect to the positive 
criticality of the utopia of political exteriority of peripheral peoples, 
the working-class woman, the oppressed youth, and the dependent 
societies.”41 But as this quote makes clear, Dussel’s point is not that, 
for example, Adorno’s critique of Hegelian identity or dialectical 
determinism is incorrect—in fact, he largely agrees. His point is 
instead that a global and decolonial dialectics cannot remain strictly 
internal to the totality and cannot neglect the positive alterity of non- 
European struggles without becoming blind to coloniality in the 
process. Such a totality-bound dialectics, he argues, can neither 
gesture toward its own radical transcendence nor accommodate our 
own transcendent desires, and much less can it grasp the “cultural 
exteriority” that Dussel grants however unevenly to the global 
periphery. 

Against a purely negative dialectics, Dussel responds by injecting 
exteriority not only at the outset of dialectical motion, but toward its 
conclusion as well. Rather than simply resolving internal 
contradictions, then, the effect is to open his dialectical vision 
outward, with exteriority providing not only the foothold for motion 
but also the leverage to pry open an indeterminate future. “The pure 
negativity of contradiction is neither the source nor the resolution of 
dialectics,” Dussel insists, and the emergent rebellious classes that 
establish the dialectical contradiction itself bring with them an 
unforeclosable exteriority. As such, contradiction cannot be resolved 
“in pure negativity,” but instead “in the exteriority of internal 
transcendentality, in the analectical affirmation of the alterity of an 


emergent class, emerging as distinct ... The dialectical process as 
passage to a new totality cannot support itself only in the negative 
thrust of negation ... It is because of this that the analectical moment 
of dialectical movement is the origin and resolution of that same 
dialectics and its negativity.” 42 

While the practical implications of this analectical turn may not be 
immediately clear, Dussel’s essential point is that the overcoming of 
various systems of oppression cannot emerge—or does not emerge 
most powerfully—from that system’s internal parameters, in part 
because these are systems built on exclusion as much as oppression. 
The fact that this exclusion reaches even the ontological level only 
serves to underscore the blind tautology of an internal dialectics that 
succumbs to the same parameters of Being it claims to oppose. As with 
the tense transition from Sorel to Fanon, we are therefore drawn 
irreversibly toward decolonization; to overcome capitalism, we must 
first call into question the immanent perfection of the (European) 
proletariat as revolutionary subject, which even in Europe is crosscut 
and intersected by oppressions and exclusions. Moreover, capitalism as 
an intra-European phenomenon gives way to a far more complex and 
global colonial constellation in which the interplay of the internal and 
external is even more pronounced. 

While dynamic, quasi-dialectical oppositions remain the driving 
force of this process, Dussel’s goal is to raise our antennae toward the 
realm of exteriority in an effort to “detect the dysfunctional appeals 
that the oppressed continually launch from the exteriority of the 
constituted system.”43 If the internal logic of the totality tends toward 
its reification as a perfect unity—in other words, its fetishization—then 
the combative response that assaults the reified walls of the totality 
simultaneously from within and from without is, for Dussel, a process 
of de-fetishization that shares as much with Fanon’s disalienation as 
with Marx’s critique of the fetish as terrestrial religion: “Antifetishism, 
a negative notion that deliberately tries to veil its infinite 
metaphysical affirmation, is the guarantee of the perennial dialectic of 
history, of the de-totalization that liberation produces in all fossilized 
systems. Atheism vis-a-vis the present system is a prerequisite for 
innovative, procreative, liberatory praxis.”44 

Dussel has a precise name for this antifetishist, anadialectical 
movement that initiates revolutionary motion according to a logic of 
outward-oriented difference: he calls it quite simply liberation, which 
he describes in self-consciously Marxian terms as a specter haunting 
the Global South. To Marx, however, he adds what we might read as 
subtle echoes of W. E. B. Du Bois in the sort of “second sight” that 
peripheral thinkers enjoy, by virtue of having a foot in exteriority: 
“Philosophical intelligence is never so truthful, pure, and precise as 


when it starts from oppression and does not have any privileges to 
defend, because it has none at all.”45 The philosophy of liberation—in 
a gesture toward its own universal status—has nothing to lose but its 
chains, and a world to gain. 

For Dussel as for Sorel and Fanon, this is a dialectics that treads the 
fine line between internal and external opposition, and even more self- 
consciously so, since in Dussel’s formulation, the question is precisely 
one of breaking down the apartheid wall separating inside from 
outside. So it is perhaps unsurprising to find that he too inverts the 
traditional trajectory of human progress to embrace the image of the 
barbarian: “From non-Being, nothingness, the Other, exteriority, the 
mystery of non-sense, it is from here that our thought will set out. It 
is, then, a barbarian philosophy.”46 Anadialectical liberation is 
“barbarian” not only in its appeal to the nothingness of what lay 
beyond the walls—to the banished zone of nonbeing—but also in its 
“transontological” movement to abolish those walls themselves. 
Rather than a vestige of the past, today’s barbarians are a vision of the 
impending and ever more universal future. 

As a result, Dussel’s liberation is literally an-archy: it moves beyond 
the principles governing the present by breaking down the barriers 
that separate the existing from the beyond. “Liberation is the very 
metaphysical or transontological movement itself by which the 
horizon of the world is pierced. It is the act that opens the breach, 
perforates the wall, and penetrates deeply into an unsuspected, future, 
and truly new exteriority.”47 This decolonized dialectical motion is 
itself “rupture; it is destruction ... detotalizing the system and 
annihilating repressive frontiers.”4s And (decolonial) liberation is a 
process whereby the totality is ruptured and the apartheid walls of 
Being, in a powerfully Fanonian fashion, come crashing down. “Thus 
philosophy is death—death to everydayness, to the secure naiveté of 
the system,” that unleashes a radically untethered process of 
decolonial dialectical transformation. 49 


Toward the Decolonization of Being 


But how to square Dussel’s peculiar formulation of a rupture that is 
simultaneously internal and outward-oriented with the more explicitly 
dialectical formulations of Sorel and Fanon? If Sorel and Fanon had 
formulated a combative dialectics of identity premised upon the 
internal rupture or antagonistic division of the social totality, how 
could this view in any way be compatible with Dussel’s insistence on 
an outward-oriented rupture of the borders of the system itself? And if 
both Sorel and Fanon explicitly viewed these processes as 
“dialectical,” as composed of and driven by conflictive opposition at 


the heart of that totality, then what are we to make of Dussel’s severe 
critique of dialectics and embrace of an analectics that arguably shuns 
internal conflict to face the Other? Here we again confront a tension I 
posed at the outset: is Dussel’s turn to exteriority a shift from the 
difference that matters to the mere diversity that was, for Hegel, a 
nonrelation? 

While this may seem a more serious challenge for the explicitly 
decolonial formulations of Fanon and Dussel than for Sorel, whose 
approach is grounded in that most internal of identities—that is, class 
—the continuities between the three are as important as the breaks. 
After all, recall that Sorel pressed class difference to the very breaking 
point of utter incommensurability, and while this reassertion of class 
oppositions was clearly internal to French society, it threatened to 
dispense with society altogether through an all-out assault on social 
harmony and duty. The dizzying flexibility of Dussel’s category of 
exteriority, which stretches from internal transcendentality to 
geopolitical exteriority, raises the stakes of the question further by 
itself bridging internal and external. As a result, the distance between 
the two seems less formidable, and like Sorel, for whom subjective 
self-activity stands as precondition for world-historical objectivity, 
Dussel speaks in similarly paradoxical terms: only one-sided praxis 
that breaches the borders of the totality can “guarantee” something so 
“perennial” as the dialectic of history. 

This apparent gap narrows even further when it comes to Fanon’s 
nominally dialectical formulations. Whereas Dussel appears to reject 
dialectics, Fanon’s own embrace of dialectical motion depends on his 
radical decolonization and reformulation of Hegel’s master-slave 
dialectic, in which the subontological zone of nonbeing provides the 
source for subjective action to set history into motion. After all, was 
not Fanon’s description of the Manichaeism of the colonial world— 
and the absolute division between good and evil that it entailed—not 
also a question of exteriority and exclusion, the “decision to occupy 
nothing else but a territory”? Both thinkers, in other words, turn to 
the ontological register as a way of naming and resisting the 
characteristically colonial disqualification of certain subjects from 
humanity. Like Fanon, Dussel foregrounds the barriers separating 
Being from its disqualified opposite; like Fanon, he seeks to set into 
motion a dynamic that will tear down those barriers; and like Fanon 
that movement finds its source and unwritten conclusion beyond 
them. As Fanon made clearer than most, this process of breaching the 
bounds of the totality is violent by definition from the perspective of 
those policing the border between Being and the less-than-human 
barbarian hordes beyond.50 

If Dussel is not nearly as antidialectical as he initially lets on, we 


could—in a sort of parallax—say the opposite of Fanon. While Fanon 
couches his descriptions in openly dialectical terms, his diagnosis of a 
zone of nonbeing opens up the possibility of an appeal to exteriority 
and a “colonial difference” that exceeds an internally dialectical 
relation. Neither fully external nor fully internal, the division marked 
by colonialism—and underscored by Fanon’s turn to Manichaeism—is 
something quite different: a one-sided process of imposition that 
systematically obstructs the two-sided reciprocity of the master-slave 
dialectic. But while the resonances between Fanon’s decolonized 
master-slave dialectic and Dussel’s anadialectical movement of 
liberation are clear, important challenges remain. In his ambitious 
effort to draw Fanon and Dussel into a shared orbit, Nelson 
Maldonado-Torres highlights three difficulties in particular, all of 
which are ultimately rooted in the category of exteriority. 

First, “Dussel (con)fuses ... the ‘beyond Being’ with the non-being 

. the trans-ontological with the sub-ontological difference.”51 In 
other words, we have seen how Dussel’s decolonization of Levinas 
involves the concretization of the latter’s necessarily abstract and 
transcendental Other, which Dussel supplements with concretely 
historical and situated subjects. While this gesture is quasi-Fanonian, 
Dussel is not as ontologically precise as Fanon (who hones in first on 
racial and then on colonial forms of disqualification), nor does he fully 
discard the transcendental aspect of exteriority. Taken together, both 
elements run the risk of erasing the particularity of exteriority, 
allowing it to slide easily from the concretely colonized and peripheral 
subject, to a privileged subject who simply maintains a radically 
critical perspective vis-a-vis the system. Moreover, whereas Fanon 
mapped the dialectical barriers preventing colonized subjects from 
turning directly toward the master in struggle—and was thus attentive 
to internalized inferiority among the oppressed and excluded— 
Dussel’s approach might tend, in a more optimistic vein, to see 
exteriority everywhere one looks. 

Second, for Maldonado-Torres, Dussel’s divergence from Levinas is 
even more radical than his break with Fanon, since in its geopolitical 
concreteness the Other is robbed of its inextinguishable alterity in a 
gesture that makes Dussel “radically anti-Levinasian.”52 Finally, and in 
some ways most problematically, is the fact that in Maldonado- 
Torres’s words, Dussel’s flexible but concrete category of exteriority 
runs the risk of allowing him—a well-educated and light-skinned 
Argentine—to “portray the role of the other himself,” empowered to 
speak for the subaltern.53 

While the dangers of concretizing the other are real, it also through 
this same process that both Dussel and Fanon come into closer 
conversation and that Dussel’s concepts gain practical traction in Latin 


America.54 While Dussel’s category of exteriority ranges from the 
internally transcendental to the colonized world, cross-cutting 
multiple levels in the process, this does not straightforwardly 
contradict Fanon’s particular emphasis on, first, Black identity, and 
later decolonial-national identity. If anything, the fact that the 
broadest opposition onto which both thinkers settle is that of colonizer 
versus colonized—but also that they both do so in dynamic and 
internally variegated ways—testifies instead to their resonances. 

To the claim that the transposition of Levinasian categories onto 
the global scale—one that closely parallels what we have seen in 
Fanon—constitutes a dangerous reduction in the alterity that defines 
the Other, Dussel has at least one defense. As we have seen, his 
understanding of exteriority is one that is always relative and gives 
rise to multifaceted subjects, individuals who are each to varying 
degrees outside the system. Put differently, to be “outside” is, at least 
to some degree, to grasp one’s exclusion and to orient oneself in an 
absolute sense against that system of exclusion. The “alien faces” find 
themselves annihilated not only for their preordained alterity, but also 
for their interrogation of the system, their active “questioning” of the 
totality. The fact that this concern and this response are in many ways 
the direct inverse of the previous one—that, in other words, subjects 
can both easily slip into and easily slide out of exteriority—speaks to 
an irreducible tension in Dussel’s approach, which only gains 
relevance and traction to the degree that it sacrifices some internal 
coherence. 

This is not to deny some considerable and problematic slippage in 
Dussel’s account: in an effort to transpose Levinas’s ethical categories 
onto the political world, Dussel attempts to finesse the conceptual 
trauma of this gesture while insisting on various levels and degrees of 
exteriority, all of which are deeply interrelated. Hence while it is of 
course easier to identify the exteriority of precolonial societies that 
had yet to be incorporated into the modern/colonial world-system, 
Dussel does not fetishize this sort of exteriority.55 Instead, he insists 
that a lesser degree of exteriority persists both in colonized and 
nominally postcolonial societies, and even within Euro-American 
societies, but that this collective and geopolitical relationship 
inevitably impacts the individual’s “internal transcendentality” 
without the latter relying on it.56 In other words, Dussel only escapes 
Maldonado-Torres’s concern to the degree that he installs this slippage 
between individual, collective, and global at the heart of his 
conception of exteriority. 

The confirmation that this slippage is worth the trouble it brings 
lies not in thought, however; it can only be confirmed in practice. In 
concrete terms, Dussel’s exteriority overlaps with Fanon’s Third World 


when transposed into geopolitical terms. In line with Dussel’s complex 
and shifting notion of exteriority, however, this transposition does not 
lead him to uphold a pure third-world subjectivity that is reducible to 
all members of colonized societies or to accordingly embrace a 
simplistic and undialectical third-world nationalism. Before turning to 
his recent reformulation of the category of the people—which we will 
discuss in the next chapter—Dussel had put forth a theory of the 
decolonial nation that was as complex and mobile as Fanon’s in 
Wretched of the Earth. This was a nation inflected with multiple 
variables (class, race, education, culture, etc.), that rather than merely 
existing as a fact must instead be formulated as a political project, to be 
project-ed as in the struggle against imperialism and capitalism. 

The theoretical kernel of this nation, a conceptual bridge to the 
concept of the people (el pueblo) that Dussel would only fully 
formulate three decades later, emerges in the distinction he marks 
between two nationalisms: that of Atatiirk, Gandhi, Sukarno, Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, Lazaro Cardenas, Juan Peron, and (notably) Senghor on 
the one hand, versus that of Mao, Ho Chi Minh, Patrice Lumumba, 
Agostinho Neto, Fidel Castro, Augusto César Sandino, Salvador 
Allende, and (equally notably) Fanon on the other. Much like Sorel 
and Fanon’s distinction between two “violences,” Dussel’s distinction 
between two nationalisms is a dialectical one that foregrounds the 
differential content underlying a seemingly shared form. Gesturing 
toward his later work, Dussel cryptically locates this determining 
content of the nation in “the very idea of the people within the 
nation.”57 The radical nationalism with which he plainly identifies 
depends, in other words, precisely on its relationship to the pueblo as 
“the perspective of the oppressed classes,” including campesinos as 
well as the underdeveloped working class and marginal sectors that 
stand opposed to dominant classes and groups.ss This framing 
forespeaks a decolonial nation that is, like Fanon’s, a radically 
dialectical and shifting terrain of oppositions, and in which those 
oppositions turn as much outward as inward. 

The Latin American people, Dussel will come to insist, is a radical 
and dynamic historical subject that only comes into being through 
self-activity and rupture by the (internally) oppressed alongside the 
(externally) excluded. While shifting and multiple, this popular 
subject draws its basic parameters from the conceptual distinction- 
cum-alliance between dialectics and analectics, and thus it functions 
as a nonobjective identity that must be projected and constructed, 
stitched together through the patient political work Dussel will call 
dialogue and translation. This understanding of the people will draw 
Dussel into conflict with those thinkers who, through an uncritical 
Eurocentrism, reject popular identity out of hand. But turning to the 


dynamics of contemporary Venezuelan political identities confirms in 
practice not only the powerful heuristic value of Dussel’s people—one 
that reflects rather than imposes on revolutionary movements and the 
combative transformations they unleash—but also the broader 
decolonized dialectics of which it is a part. 


CHAPTER 5 


VENEZUELA’S COMBATIVE DIALECTICS 


Nowhere in our dialectical present screams out for attention quite like 
contemporary Venezuela, where combat and violence, nationalism 
and class-consciousness—not to mention Manichaeism and radical 
movement—are all on the table. But it would be misleading to excise 
Venezuela from its context, as an object to which a decolonized 
dialectics might be applied. Both this book and our contemporary 
political moment more generally are indelibly marked by the 
dialectical return swing against neoliberalism that was arguably 
inaugurated by Venezuela’s 1989 Caracazo, a massive popular 
rebellion against structural adjustment on the model of the 
Washington Consensus. More than for this single moment more than a 
quarter-century ago, Venezuela stands out due to the dialectical chain 
that 1989 unleashed—one which moves through the failed coup by 
Hugo Chavez in 1992, his subsequent election in 1998, and the 
development and deepening of a dynamic process that has come to be 
called “Twenty-First-Century Socialism”—each of these contributing 
to a seismic transformation of the region and the world. 

The process of political change currently underway in Venezuela 
exploded out of the tense overlap of multiple combative identities in 
movement—Bolivarian, revolutionary, Chavista, Afro-Venezuelan, 
Indigenous, feminist—each with their own dialectics. But no political 
identity has been more central than that which draws them together 
in a combative whole that is nevertheless far from a singularity: the 
people. To settle on the people is merely to open another can of 
worms, however, since many view the people—like the nation—with 
a deep suspicion. Through a narrowly Eurocentric interpretation, 
philosophers like Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri, and Paolo Virno, for 


example, have dismissed the people as a closed unity, both 
homogeneous and homogenizing—the diametric opposite of the 
radicalized and decolonized dialectics I have sought to distill here. But 
if we reject this narrow interpretation, decolonizing the concept of the 
people by anchoring it in Latin American realities and revolutionary 
movements, we instead find a political identity that is far more 
dynamic and mobile, one which has borne combative fruit in 
contemporary Venezuela. 


“The Multitude Against the People” 


In an attempt to recast the parameters of radical identity today, a 
series of thinkers have come to champion what they call the Multitude, 
a new historical subject emerging immanently from the contours of 
the new and decentralized mode of global governance that Hardt and 
Negri famously term Empire.1 With its multiplicity and radical 
irreducibility, the Multitude—we are told—is no less than the 
revolutionary identity of our moment, marked as it is by the global 
saturation of information technologies and the dissolution of both the 
traditional working class and the sovereign nation-state. The 
Multitude is thus constituted not by the dialectical rupture of the 
global totality, but instead emerges immanently from Empire itself. 

This much is perhaps well known, but less noted is the ground- 
clearing exercise that makes the Multitude singularly important, as not 
merely one, but the revolutionary political subject for the present. For 
its proponents, the radical potential of the Multitude stands in direct 
opposition to the idea of the people.2 As Hardt and Negri describe it, 
“The people has traditionally been a unitary conception. The 
population ... is characterized by all kinds of differences, but the 
people reduces that diversity to a unity ... ‘the people’ is one. The 
multitude, in contrast, is many.”3 Or more strongly, the category of 
the people reduces all social distinction into an “undifferentiated 
unity.”4 The people thus understood both substitutes a unitary whole 
for a differentiated population, and—worse still—actively unifies, 
gathering that multiplicity into a substantive unity: the people is a 
“constituted synthesis that is prepared for sovereignty,” whereas the 
Multitude characterizes a more dynamic “constituent relation.”5 

Virno calls this gathering effect of the people its “centripetal” 
function, one that furthermore only buys unity at the cost of 
reinforcing the distinction between self and other, inside and outside.« 
In a quasi-Schmittian fashion, moreover, inside and outside are given 
a priori, and the unifying function of the people is thereby complicit 
with equally unified categories of nation and state. “Every nation must 
make the multitude into a people,” in the words of Hardt and Negri, 


to which Virno adds that this gathered people is a mere 
“reverberation” or even a “reflection” of the state: “If there is a State, 
then there are people. In the absence of the State, there are no people 
... Before the State, there were many; after the establishment of the 
State, there is the One-people, endowed with a single will.”7 

Here, partisans of the Multitude agree with an ostensible enemy, 
Thomas Hobbes, for whom the dreadful Multitude similarly stands 
opposed to both state and people: rebellion against the state is by 
definition “the Citizens against the City, that is to say, the Multitude 
against the People.”s Hardt, Negri, and Virno draw much of their 
rhetorical weight from Hobbes’s own anxiety toward the Multitude, 
and it is no stretch to think that their opposition to the people is 
fueled by a desire to invert the Hobbesian equation, to befriend an 
enemy’s enemy. In fact, as Virno provocatively puts it, “The best way 
to understand the significance of a concept—multitude, in this case— 
is to examine it with the eyes of one who has fought it tenaciously.”9 
But this same logic would seem to disqualify Hobbes as the most 
qualified analyst of the people. The question remains as to whether 
simply inverting Hobbes is enough, or if in their zeal to celebrate the 
Multitude, these thinkers have unwittingly remained trapped within 
the parameters of Hobbes himself. 

This suspicion deepens when Hardt and Negri chart the genesis of 
the “centripetal,” unifying effect of the people, which they locate in 
two essential operations, one external (to Europe) and one internal. 
The first and “more important” operation is the dialectic of colonial 
racism that defined Europeans in opposition to their colonized 
subjects.10 The European side emerges historically in the conservative, 
Thermidorian phase of the French Revolution, the moment at which 
the people as a concept of class rupture collapses into unity, becoming 
in Foucault’s terms “centered” through its alignment with 
sovereignty.11 But this apparent two-sidedness notwithstanding, the 
colonial side of the equation drops out when it comes to assessing the 
potential of popular identity. 

“The entire tradition of political theory,” they tell us, “seems to 
agree on one basic principle: only ‘the one’ can rule ... Only the one 
can be sovereign, the tradition tells us, and there can be no politics 
without sovereignty ... The choice is absolute: either sovereignty or 
anarchy! ... Someone must rule, someone must decide.” The 
singularity coterminous with the concept of the people thus emerges 
from a gesture that is doubly Eurocentric: not only does it draw its 
historical and theoretical content from European sources and 
experiences, but even where the colonial side of the equation surfaces, 
it does so as a one-sided phenomenon that erases the agency of the 
colonized.i2 Popular identity is unilaterally overdetermined by the 


colonizer to be a unitary prop of sovereignty, regardless of what the 
colonized themselves have to say about it. The “entire tradition of 
political theory” is evidently one from which Fanon, Dussel, and many 
others are excluded a priori. To decolonize Hardt and Negri’s concept 
of the people, we need to reverse this imbalance, allowing the 
category of the people to travel across the colonial difference to see 
what new content it acquires in the process. 13 

On the surface, Hardt and Negri are willing to grant the decolonial 
nation the complex duality that Dussel has proposed and that their 
formulation of the people conspicuously lacks. Third-world 
nationalism, they admit, “has often functioned very differently ... 
whereas the concept of nation promotes stasis and restoration in the hands 
of the dominant, it is a weapon for change and revolution in the hands of 
the subordinated.”14 Like Sorelian and Fanonian violence, this is a 
weapon whose meaning appears to change depending on who wields 
it. But here, too, the rug is pulled out from under the colonized, 
because the “unifying power” of the decolonial nation is “at once 
progressive and reactionary.”15 These are not separable modalities as 
with Fanon’s national consciousness versus nationalism, Dussel’s 
radical versus reactionary nationalisms. Instead, “those same 
structures” that protect the subaltern also smuggle (European) 
sovereignty in through the back door, and after formal liberation, “all 
of the oppressive functions of modern sovereignty inevitably blossom 
in full force.”16 

Fanon’s entire effort, his intricate account of the “pitfalls of 
national consciousness,” the dangers he rightly glimpsed on the 
horizon, and all his proposals for how to avoid these—in short, his 
monumental effort to produce a nationalism not in the mold of Europe— 
these are all dismissed as mere fantasy with the stroke of a pen and 
the slip of a category across the colonial difference. Citing Jean 
Genet’s declaration that “The day the Palestinians become a nation 
like the other nations, I will no longer be there,” Hardt and Negri 
conspicuously neglect the conditionality of the statement, which only 
holds if Palestine becomes a nation like the other (read: European) 
nations.17 All national resistance, all Black and _ decolonial 
nationalisms, are thereby collapsed into the same: thus spoke Europe. 

Rather than embrace the political categories and identities imposed 
by the colonial order through an inversion of its dialectic, Hardt and 
Negri insist starkly that “reality is not dialectical, colonialism is.”1s But 
from a Fanonian perspective, this is entirely backward. First, for 
Fanon, colonialism is in fact not dialectical, but instead characterized 
by a static Manichaean opposition. But second, and arguably more 
important, it is impossible to distinguish “reality” from “colonialism,” 
which is after all a monstrous generator of not only wealth but also 


Being. Hardt and Negri neglect the ontological effects of colonialism, 
according to which Manichaeism is not simply a political style, but a 
material division of the world. And, as a result, they neglect the fact 
that for the colonized, it is not as simple as choosing an ideal political 
identity like the Multitude out of thin air. The colonized are instead 
condemned to choose among condemnations, selecting from among 
the very few tools colonialism itself furnishes the one that will best 
harness mass struggle. 

The erroneous suggestion that colonialism is itself dialectical points 
toward a caricatured, straw-man dialectics, which becomes most 
obvious when Hardt and Negri attempt to recruit to the cause of the 
Multitude not only Fanon, but even Malcolm X, apparently oblivious 
to the radically dialectical character of both. 


For both Fanon and Malcolm X, however, this negative moment, 
this violent reciprocity, does not lead to any dialectical synthesis; it 
is not the upbeat that will be resolved in a future harmony. This 
open negativity is merely the healthy expression of a real 
antagonism, a direct relation of force. Because this is not the means 
to a final synthesis, this negativity is not a politics in itself; rather, 
it merely poses a separation from colonialist domination and opens 
the field for politics. The real political process of constitution will 
have to take place on this open terrain of forces with a positive 
logic, separate from the dialectics of colonial sovereignty. 19 


As we have seen, it is indeed true that, like Sorel before him, Fanon 
displaces any “final synthesis” in favor of “a direct relation of force.” 
It is further true that by pressing division as deeply as possible, Fanon 
unleashes a “positive logic” beyond the direct relation with the settler. 
But Hardt and Negri fail to ask the obvious question: Why did Fanon 
appeal so unashamedly to the people, to the decolonial nation, and to 
dialectics, three categories Hardt and Negri cannot tolerate? 

The answer is that each of these mean something fundamentally 
different from the Eurocentric meaning often imposed upon them: 
both the people and the nation can and do engender not cold unity 
but dynamic combat, and Fanon’s displacement of “future harmony” 
in favor of this combat is not a rejection of dialectical movement but 
its condition of possibility. Given Fanon’s decolonization of the 
Hegelian master-slave dialectic, the violently negative inversion of 
colonial Manichaeism is not apolitical, but instead the most political 
act of all. Furthermore, while the reference to a “positive logic” 
echoes Dussel’s critique of a purely negative dialectics, Hardt and 
Negri fail to recognize that this is a specifically decolonial positivity, 
Fanon’s “old granite foundation” of the rural peasantry, which like 
Dussel he then ties into a dialectical movement. 


By evacuating the agency of the colonized, Hardt, Negri, and Virno 
can only view the people in its Eurocentrically overdetermined form, 
as a unifying and homogenizing supplement to sovereignty and the 
state. But if we set aside such Eurocentric proscriptions and instead 
open a space for the concrete struggles of the colonized to determine 
the content of their categories, a very different people comes into 
view. Even the most superficial attention to ongoing struggles in Latin 
America—not to mention Dussel’s own recent work—attests to the fact 
that the category of the people is a category of rupture at least as 
often as it is a category of unity, one that instead of simply upholding 
the state can also establish a radical constituent relation with and 
against that state, and one that holds out the same openness to 
exteriority that Dussel had infused into his dialectics. 

More than simply a combative identity, moreover, popular identity 
is the combative identity of choice across much of Latin America, in 
part due to the “historical-structural heterogeneity” that colonialism 
imposed on the region, in which a complex constellation of class 
relations and other exclusions coexist—begging the question of how to 
bring these together in struggle.20 By contrast, it is not ungenerous to 
say that the category of the Multitude is largely irrelevant to Latin 
American struggles. Hardt and Negri’s opposition to dialectics 
notwithstanding, it is through opposing the concrete structures of the 
world that we forge identities that are both negations but also more 
than that. Only the most myopic of idealism imagines that we can 
fight with anything but those theoretical weapons at hand that, in 
Marx’s famous phrase, have become a material force in the process of 
gripping and being gripped by the masses. 


The People as a Category of Rupture 


In what follows, I contribute to liberating and decolonizing the 
concept of the people through ever-closer approximation to concrete 
political struggles in Latin America, and Venezuela in particular. First, 
I sketch the contours of combative popular identity in Latin America 
through Dussel’s recent reformulation of the people. I then narrow in 
on the specifically Venezuelan context, by tracking the mirror images 
of popular identity provided by, on the one hand, ostensible father of 
Venezuelan democracy and reactionary critic of the people, R6mulo 
Betancourt, and on the other, revolutionary folk singer Ali Primera, 
one of the concept’s most radical and relevant proponents for the 
present moment. Finally, I turn to the contemporary crucible of the 
Bolivarian process to both shed light on the concrete struggles 
underway, as well as to gauge the utility of the people as a concept— 
and the decolonized dialectics of which it is a part. 


Nearly three decades after Philosophy of Liberation, Dussel published 
his Twenty Theses on Politics, a condensed version of his massive, three- 
volume Politics of Liberation.21 In this concise handbook for engaged 
political theory and praxis, Dussel argues that the people—or pueblo 
—represents not unity but instead the very embodiment of rupture.22 
Even etymology points in this direction: pueblo can refer to both the 
totality of a population or to its “common or humble members,” the 
whole or simply one part.23 Etymology would be meaningless, 
however, absent concrete popular practices spanning the centuries, 
but according to Dussel the continued relevance of Indigenous 
concepts of community such as the Aztec altepetl and the Mayan 
Amaq’—which correspond to Mariategui’s understanding of the Incan 
ayllu—only widens this etymological breach. These continued 
resonances—which both preceded and exceed the Eurocentric concept 
of the people—intersect with contemporary practices to reinforce the 
people as a radical identity that is both dialectical and analectical: as 
Dussel puts it, “the word pueblo means something more profound than 
merely ‘the people’ in romance languages.” 24 

The radical potential of this decolonial people, moreover, is not 
simply a question of its current oppositional form or pre-Columbian 
communal content, but of the interpenetration of the two in dynamic 
practice. For Dussel, the people is not simply something that exists, but 
instead a political identity that dynamically comes into being, “a 
collective political actor rather than a substantial and fetishized 
‘historical subject.’ ”25 The way that the people comes into being thus 
militates against its purported unifying function, while staving off any 
future dialectical closure in the process. Not only does the people 
come into being, but it comes into being against, when some members 
of society or groups—subject to either oppression or exclusion—enter 
into motion to resist the concrete conditions of their existence. 

As a result, the category of the people is neither sociological nor 
economic, but instead, as Dussel describes it, “strictly political.”26 This 
is the people to which Fidel Castro added his now-famous qualifier “si 
de lucha se trata”: the people only comes into existence “when it is a 
question of struggle.”27 This against, however, is not external and 
Schmittian, not the consolidation of popular identity against a foreign 
other that Virno, Hardt, and Negri take to be its essence. Instead, the 
people, like Sorel’s reinvigorated class opposition, marks a rupture 
internal to the prevailing totality, in which “The pueblo establishes an 
internal frontier or fracture within the political community,” standing 
as it does “in opposition to the elites, to the oligarchs, to the ruling 
classes of a political order.”2s The people is not unity, but division. 

And while the people establishes a rupture within society, it does 
not exhaust itself in a merely internal conflict. Instead, el pueblo 


embodies Dussel’s prior fusion of dialectics with an analectical 
embrace of exteriority, straddling the bounds of the system by 
drawing into an alliance those internally oppressed within that system 
and those excluded from it. But if Levinas had helped Dussel to 
transcend the merely internal limits of Hegel, here it is Marx’s 
concretization of internal rupture that “completes” Levinas: “Levinas 
... describes this process of the totalitarian totalization of the Totality 
‘as the exclusion of the Other,’ which Marx completes by adding those 
oppressed by the system. The people therefore maintains a complex 
position. On the one hand, they are the ‘social bloc of the oppressed’ 
within the system (for example, the working class), but they 
simultaneously comprise the excluded (for example, the marginalized, 
the indigenous peoples who survive through self-sufficient production 
and consumption, etc.).”29 

The heuristic strength of Dussel’s category of the people should be 
clear for the Latin American context and for postcolonial societies 
more broadly. By breaking with a purely internal relation of 
oppression, Dussel’s people breaks with a narrowly Marxist focus on 
economic exploitation and the working class as a revolutionary 
subject, providing a new conceptual framework to accommodate the 
analyses of colonial economic conditions found in Mariategui, Fanon, 
and others. By fusing internal oppression with exclusion, moreover, 
Dussel seeks to draw together a broad historical bloc that includes not 
only the poor and the working class, but also women, Afro—Latin 
Americans, and Indigenous communities, each of which is marked by 
exclusion as much as by oppression and exploitation. The people thus 
constitutes not only the (dialectical) rupture internal to the totality 
and embodied in those oppressed by it, but also the (analectical) 
penetration into the exteriority of non-Being that the totality excludes. 

While this people-as-rupture does not coincide with the totality, it 
does in fact gather together and unify the oppressed and excluded. But 
this is a far cry from the “centripetal” effect Virno attributes to the 
people, both in its means and its ends. For Dussel, the subcategories of 
oppressed and excluded also proliferate difference internally in their 
many overlapping subject-positions. For example, women as white can 
be included ethnically while being oppressed according to strict 
gender norms, and excluded economically as domestic laborers (which 
despite its clear centrality to capitalist production nevertheless takes 
the form of an exclusion, as does unemployment, simple circulation, 
etc.). “Productive” workers can be included-as-exploited by capital but 
simultaneously racially excluded as non-Being. 

The practical and political question is how to articulate and knit 
together the many different individuals and groups that enter into 
motion against the structures of exclusion and oppression that blanket 


and texture the colonized and formerly colonized worlds. For Dussel, 
such a vast variety of political identities can only come together as a 
people through a dual process of what he calls dialogue and translation. 
While the first entails a conversation or negotiation between existing 
subject-positions, the second underlines the radical mutability of those 
positions themselves, the way particular demands can transform 
without dissolving into the “undifferentiated unity” that Hardt and 
Negri fear. For example, a process of translation occurs when white 
feminists respond to the demands of Black feminists not merely with a 
respectful tolerance of difference, but instead with a self- 
transformative process of internalizing critique.30 Such a process seeks 
to craft “an understanding between movements that nonetheless never 
represents an encompassing universal” and that “maintains the 
distinctiveness of each movement.”31 

As these passages make clear, there is significant overlap between 
Dussel’s concept of the people and Ernesto Laclau’s efforts to reclaim 
the concept of populism. However, the two differ above all in the 
concreteness and contextual content that Dussel ascribes to his 
concept of the people. While Dussel’s people seeks to stretch the 
limitations of Marxist categories—in particular, the working class as 
revolutionary subject—he is in no sense post-Marxist. Laclau’s populist 
logic, by contrast, pays a heavy price for its post-Marxism, gaining its 
universal traction at the expense of all particular content, through an 
explicit privileging of “political logics rather than social contents.”32 
We might therefore be tempted to re-pose the Fanonian critique of 
Hegelian universalism between Dussel and Laclau, beginning from the 
insistence that no signifier is ever truly empty, no logic ever truly 
universal. 33 

Dussel’s concept of the people therefore refers to a dynamic and 
combative political identity that only enters into being as it enters into 
motion, antagonistically dividing the prevailing social totality in the 
process. In the process, the people knits together a heterogeneous 
unity through dialogue and translation, whose internal multiplicity— 
evocative of Fanon’s decolonial nation—gestures beyond the existing 
order and toward a deferred universal whose only parameters are to 
be glimpsed in the demands of the oppressed and excluded. Much like 
his “barbarian” philosophy, Dussel’s people is therefore a barbarian 
force that straddles the borderlands of Being itself, besieging those 
Jacobin apartheid walls that exclude some from the fullness of 
humanity, and seeking to open a breach toward alterity and the 
dialectically better future of a transformed and expanded society. 34 

One concern remains, however: that the people might serve as a 
mere prop reinforcing state power. Like Virno, Hardt, and Negri, 
Dussel formulates political power in terms of the distinction between 


the Latin terms potentia and potestas, between radical constituent 
potential and constituted state institutions. But whereas Hardt and 
Negri tend toward an absolute opposition between these two powers, 
Dussel insists that institutions are necessary if constituent power is 
ever to enter into real existence, and his dialectic plays out in the 
dynamic relation between the two.35 For Dussel, potentia, “while 
representing the ultimate foundation of all power—still lacks real, 
objective, empirical existence” and is “indeterminate and in-itself.”36 

This potential power-in-itself undergoes an “originary (ontological) 
disjunction,” moving outside itself into the realm of institutions, and 
“this split—with regard to which we agree with Spinoza and Negri, 
but simultaneously move beyond them—is necessary, and it marks the 
pristine appearance of politics while representing at the same time the 
supreme danger to politics and the origin of all injustice and 
domination.”37. In other words, noninstitutionalized power-as- 
potential could do no harm, but only because it could do nothing at all. 
So whereas Hardt and Negri remain allergic to all institutionalization 
—in theory as in the practice of the Multitude—Dussel is able to 
formulate a more precise understanding of the dialectical relationship 
between the people and the state, subjecting institutions permanently 
and ruthlessly to popular pressure from below, to the demands of this 
tenuous, variegated multiplicity that is the people. 

While rejecting a polar opposition of constituent and constituted 
powers, however, Dussel’s dialectic does not deny the fundamental 
antagonism between power from below and from above. As a result, 
the people often appears most clearly and explosively in those 
moments of rebellion that upend existing orders and demand 
alternatives. Such moments reflect what Dussel calls hyperpotentia, the 
emergence of the people-in-rebellion, and these moments—in his 
arguably optimistic view, derived in part from the Argentinian 
rebellions of late 2001—are capable of subverting and resisting even 
the sovereign state of emergency.3s The institutional arrangement 
toward which this concept of constituent power is oriented, however 
tentatively, is one that Dussel derives in part from the Zapatista 
practice of mandar obediciendo (commanding by obeying). 

This “obediential power” is not, for Dussel, one in which the people 
serves as a sort of lifeless substrate—or mere “reverberation” in 
Virno’s words—upholding the state. Instead, it is much the opposite: a 
relation in which the constituent people demands the obedience of 
those delegated to occupy positions of constituted power. Unlike the 
rigid anti-institutionalism of the theorists of Multitude, Dussel’s people 
instead seeks the practical embodiment of what he had earlier 
formulated in philosophical terms as “an-archy”: to transcend the 
structures governing the present by appealing to what lies beyond the 


existing institutional order and even the borders of the system. By 
drawing together a variegated force comprising all those oppressed by 
and excluded from the prevailing system, Dussel’s people “tears down 
the walls of Totality and opens a space at the limits of the system 
through which Exteriority bursts into history.”39 

But here we find some reason to worry: whereas Dussel’s previous 
work had distinguished two nationalisms, he tends here toward fixing 
the meaning of the people rather than accepting its discursive 
polyvalence, or at least its duality. While he does so not by 
decontextualizing the concept, but instead by filling it with the 
contextual meaning given to it by the social movements who claim to 
represent the people, the risk is the same: to neglect the people as 
itself a terrain for hegemonic struggle. Ironically, to do so runs the 
risk of reproducing on the epistemological level the closure he resists 
on the political level, and thereby of falling into the same error of 
proponents of the Multitude, albeit in inverted form. If we refuse, 
against the latter, to grant the people a purely negative content, it 
would be a mistake—not to mention historically unsustainable—to 
insist that the people, even in Latin America, is always a progressive 
or radical identity, always a concept of rupture. 

Once we turn to the combative interplay of overlapping and 
opposed identities that constitutes contemporary Venezuelan political 
reality, we find confirmed both the profound usefulness of Dussel’s 
concept of the people but also this concern. While popular identity has 
served the cause of revolution, it has served the cause of reaction as 
well, and if anything, the past half-century has witnessed a struggle— 
theoretical as well as practical, in the halls of power and in the streets 
—to seize the banner of the people. This struggle broke out into open 
combat now more than twenty-five years ago in the explosive 
appearance of hyperpotentia known as the Caracazo rebellion. In 
February of 1989, poor Venezuelans took to the streets en masse, 
rejecting a government-imposed neoliberal reform by rioting and 
looting for nearly a week. And it is by tracking the revolutionary 
opening and subsequent interplay of forces that this rebellion 
unleashed that we can best approximate the meaning of popular 
identity in Venezuela today. 


“El Pueblo Esta Bravo” 


In the early 1960s, R6mulo Betancourt—the putative “founder” of 
Venezuelan democracy—denounced the concept of the people in the 
most scathing terms, insisting that “the people in the abstract does not 
exist,” but instead only represents “an entelechy which professional 
demagogues use in seeking to upset the social order.”40 Against this 


dangerous abstraction—directly evocative of late-nineteenth-century 
anxieties about crowd psychology—Betancourt offered a corporatist 
view in which the people is simply the sum of the “political parties, 
unions, organized economic sectors, professional societies, university 
groups.”41 It was on the basis of this other conception of the people— 
not centripetal unification and homogenization but instead the 
corporatist structuring of difference and the channeling of dissent— 
that Betancourt spearheaded the establishment of a two-party political 
system that, while renowned abroad for its exceptional stability, was 
powerfully antidemocratic and exclusionary. 

Betancourt had every reason to fear the people: he had already 
confronted them in the heady Venezuelan streets. Shortly after 
representative democracy was established in 1958, the poor and 
excluded, the workers, peasants, and students—all took advantage of 
both the radical exuberance of the moment and the new freedoms 
they had won to press forward, and when they did so, it was more 
often than not under the banner of the insurgent pueblo. Unwilling to 
concede, Betancourt increasingly faced what Dussel would term the 
hyperpotentia of the state of rebellion, and responded with a state of 
exception that would last much of his presidency. Virno’s 
methodological cue here rings true: having “tenaciously” fought the 
people in the streets, Betancourt could see even more clearly than 
Virno himself the revolutionary threat posed by popular identity. 

Whereas Sorel and Fanon distinguish between two violences— 
liberatory versus hierarchical—and Fanon and Dussel distinguish two 
nationalisms on similar grounds, Betancourt’s very fear of the people 
forces him to mark a similar distinction between opposing forms of 
the people: one unitary, upholding the social order; the other 
combative, “seeking to upset” that order. His anxieties allowed him to 
grasp the fact that the pueblo was indeed protean and amorphous, as 
divided in itself as it is divisive of society, in short, radically 
dangerous to men like himself who sought only to control and channel 
its energies. And in denouncing “the people” as entelechic, Betancourt 
wore on his sleeve an unmistakable dread that this power might 
become actualized in a combative unification geared above all toward 
disrupting the status quo and pressing a new dialectics into motion. 

This duality at the heart of the people was nothing new even in the 
Venezuelan context, and the war of position for its meaning is visible 
even in Venezuela’s peculiarly combative national anthem—“Gloria Al 
Bravo Pueblo”—which at its most literal means “Glory to the Brave 
People.” Boasting radical phrases such as “Down with chains!” and 
“Death to oppression!,” the anthem is nevertheless open to a 
multiplicity of contrasting interpretations that have put it historically 
in the service of both the constituted power of the state and 


constituent upsurges against that state: “Invoked in official contexts, 
such as the state ceremonial occasion and the school salute to the flag, 
the hymn embalmed the bravo pueblo in the distant past; to sing it 
spontaneously in a popular assault on the street was to resuscitate it as 
a living critique, not a ratification of authority.” 42 

As the Venezuelan political system became more rigid and social 
inequalities—masked temporarily by the oil boom of the 1970s— 
exploded, the radical resignification of popular identity from below 
gained pace. This often began with the anthem itself, and as the 
“virtue and honor” it extolled increasingly gave way to the “vile 
selfishness” it decried, the peculiar double valence of the pueblo 
extended as well to that term that most frequently modifies it in 
Venezuelan discourse: bravo. While literally meaning “brave,” bravo 
increasingly took on the radical content of the people itself as a 
combative identity, instead assuming its colloquial meaning—angry, 
pissed-off, or fed up with a state of affairs. Hence, the simple inversion 
through which “Gloria al Bravo Pueblo” (Glory to the Brave People) 
becomes “jEl pueblo esta bravo!” (the people are fed up), a radical 
reappropriation that appeared not infrequently daubed in graffiti as 
the Venezuelan crisis of the 1980s deepened. 

The radical reappropriation of “Gloria al Bravo Pueblo,” and the 
combative notion of the people at its heart, would find no better 
expression than revolutionary folk singer Ali Primera, whose own 
vocal texts gained a historical weight among disaffected Venezuelans 
that was arguably second only to the anthem itself. Appropriately 
nicknamed “the people’s singer,” Primera used his music to forge a 
very different understanding of popular identity than that of 
Betancourt and the representatives of constituted power, and one that 
—in its mythical combativeness and attention to structures of 
colonization and exclusion—shares much with a _ decolonized 
dialectics. Despite Primera’s own critique of abstraction coupled with 
exaggerated humility—“You’ll have to pardon me, sir, I do not know 
how to philosophize: I am the one who rises up”—we cannot ignore 
the real theorizing that he himself does and the kernel of a people-as- 
struggle that this statement already contains. 43 

In the context of deepening economic and political crisis, Primera 
turned the national anthem itself into a veritable battle hymn for 
popular struggles, prefacing his rendition of the anthem to an 
audience in Barquisimeto with the following words: “To purify it, to 
purify it among ourselves, to purify it in our hands, in our hearts, in 
our eyes, in our soul. To purify it for the times they have stained it. 
Our people’s highest song, the song forged in the paths and the battles 
that gave us the name of Venezuelans, of the homeland. The song of 
always, the song of the birds, of the children, the song of Venezuelan 


unity, the song of future combat.”44 In the simultaneous appeal to a 
dialectics of unity and combat, we find the same ambiguity that makes 
the people so incomprehensible to Hardt, Negri, and Virno and so 
dangerous to Betancourt. What may seem a contradiction, however, is 
only resolved temporally through the constant and open-ended 
struggle that defines our decolonized dialectics: there can be no unity 
until after combat, and it is in the assertion of the need for such 
“future combat” that the universal is continually displaced. 

Primera himself was acutely aware of the ambiguities of the people 
and even the anthem, singing on another occasion: “Our best 
president sang the national anthem, ‘Gloria al Bravo Pueblo,’ and the 
gringo said: yes! Why do they call the people brave if they sell them 
out; why do they say ‘bravo pueblo’ if they sheath it [lo envainan]?”45 
The people here figures as a weapon, whose intrinsic and double- 
edged sharpness means that those in power must “sheath it” if they 
are to avoid cutting themselves as well.46 For Primera, “the verses of 
the people can be flowers or bullets,” and if this were not perfectly 
clear, he drives this distinction into violence itself in a manner similar 
to Sorel and Fanon by distinguishing between “the bullet that defends 
[the people], or the bullet that kills [the people].”47 

Given this ambiguous dualism at the heart of the pueblo, it must— 
as Dussel similarly argues—be fabricated, constructed, mythically 
drawn together into a combative unity, in a process that for Primera is 
akin to the patient sculpting of a hard wood: “We will make of this 
wood a hand to strike powerfully at those who have always struck and 
struck, struck at us.”48 This source of this popular unity, moreover, 
draws upon the structurally irrational Manichaean division of the 
country and the situation of exclusion and exteriority in which the 
poorest live: “I come from where you have never gone ... the other 
Venezuela, the Venezuela of the poor, the Venezuela with no reason, 
no reason to exist.”49 Far from indicating any completeness, finally, 
this popular unity remains a unity against, a unity premised on 
antagonistic rupture. If Dussel described liberation as “the act that 
opens the breach,” it is perhaps no coincidence that Ali Primera’s 
work can be best summarized in precisely those same terms, by the 
single exhortation with which he named an entire album: 
Abrebrecha.50 


The Virtues of Polarization 


It is only more recently that this war of position over the meaning of 
the people has broken out into an open war of maneuver. But if this 
genealogy grants local content to the popular identity at the heart of 
Venezuelan struggles today, what is the nature of the “local” dialectics 


—to use Jameson’s term—that this reconceptualized people inhabits 
and propels? Venezuela was for decades assumed to be an island of 
stability in a tempestuous region, an “exceptional” democracy that 
some have even retrospectively described in the very terms that would 
most make someone like Sorel cringe: “social harmony.” While most 
observers today admit that this harmony was mythical, a mere 
“illusion,” even the falsest of universals can constitute real barriers to 
dialectical struggle.51 This was not a deterministic or self-propelling 
dialectics of any sort, then, but instead a one-sided dialectics against 
all odds, tasked with overcoming frozen unity to set history once 
again into motion. 

Inversely, too, many among the right-wing opposition today 
maintain the mourning tone of someone who has lost something 
tangible. There is no better proof of the contradictory attachment to 
the myth of unity lost than contemporary denunciations of the 
governments of Hugo Chavez and now Nicolas Maduro as violent, 
“polarizing,” and even “Manichaean.”52 According to such arguments, 
despite the fact that Venezuela’s golden age was in reality not so 
golden, despite the fact that it was far from the harmonious whole it is 
often presented as having been, Chavistas are nevertheless guilty of 
destroying that unity and paving the way for social conflict, class 
rancor, and even demonization and hatred. While it might be 
tempting to dismiss such patently self-contradictory affirmations as 
the cognitive dissonance of a senile and dying class, I argue that we 
can read in this anxiety toward polarization the concrete effects of a 
decolonial popular dialectics.53 

In the words of ffigo Errején—a political theorist more recently 
associated with Spain’s radical opposition party, Podemos—when the 
Venezuelan opposition “accuse[s] the Bolivarian Revolution of 
polarization, they are accusing it of politicizing the poverty and 
exclusion” that already existed.54 The Bolivarian Revolution itself has 
not divided the country, but merely revealed the divisions that were 
its own raison d’étre, converting these into the basis for a combative 
and oppositional popular identity. Thus many Chavistas respond to 
such panicked denunciations of polarization with a viral image 
showing the sprawling slum of Petare in eastern Caracas sitting just 
across the highway from middle-class high-rises—the epitome of a 
segregated landscape and the historical sedimentations of class. The 
caption reads: “It was Chavez who divided us?” If Errejé6n echoes the 
two fundamental components of Dussel’s pueblo in his reference to 
both “poverty and exclusion,” this is no accident, because rather than 
merely revealing an underlying class opposition, the revelatory 
“polarization” of Venezuelan society in recent years has occurred 
against the backdrop of an exclusion that reaches even the ontological 


level. 

According to one fearful critic, while Chavez’s “rhetoric and politics 
have encouraged social division,” “his very image has shaken up the 
beehive of social harmony ... His image upsets the wealthy women of 
Caurimare,” and “his image has polarized perceptions.”55 Chavez was 
guilty, it seems, of being seen in public as an Afro-Indigenous man, 
and moreover for his meddling in that most public of realms: the 
political. Here, again, Fanon and Gordon resonate: for the racialized 
subject to even appear constitutes a violent act to the prevailing 
system and, for our purposes, represents as well that necessarily 
violent gateway toward Being. According to one Chavista, what 
happened was not that Chavez himself “sowed hatred among 
Venezuelans” but instead that the long-standing “contempt” of elites 
toward the poor and dark skinned “turned into hatred” once he had 
appeared in public, and that hatred was powerfully ontological.se If 
one of the virtues of open dialectical combat is that it tears back the 
veil of polite society, nowhere is this clearer than in the brutally 
honest admission by some of just how ontological their loss has 
proven. While this ontologized hatred has most often taken the form 
of an upsurge in racism and classism, the two often indistinguishable, 
it appears most pointedly (and colonially) in those formulations that 
lack a subject entirely. 

Take, for example, a recent article published by the actor Miguel 
Angel Landa who, like a child throwing a tantrum or Hume’s famous 
solipsistic preference that half the world be destroyed before he were 
to prick his own finger, puts things as clearly as one might hope in his 
title: “Venezuela Disappeared.” Landa’s erasure of Chavistas as even 
marginally human is far from a mere provocation or slip of the pen, 
however. He goes on to mourn a country that “has become a landfill 
and an insane asylum, inhabited by strange and unpredictable 
subjects, without taxonomy.”57 On display here is an essential aspect 
of colonial domination that Fanon described as “the decision, literally, 
to occupy nothing else but a territory,” rendering all else—people 
included—part of “the natural backdrop.”5s What is mourned is not 
undifferentiated uniformity but the structured ontological hierarchy of 
taxonomy. According to such a view, even total destruction is 
preferable to the nonhierarchical intermixing of Being with mere 
beings: as one wealthy Venezuelan put it in an oft-mocked 2013 short 
film about the travails of young elites, “Caracas would be so perfect 
without the people.”59 

Not only does this openly ontological hatred point toward the 
expansive nature of the dialectics in question, but it confirms Fanon’s 
insistence that nothing is worse than “contempt” for humanity and 
that the transition from this to open hatred was almost always a sign 


of historical progress. In direct response to Landa’s eulogy for a lost 
Venezuela that was his alone, one organic intellectual of Chavismo 
replied by agreeing with “this total son of a bitch”: “Yes, Miguel 
Angel, you cocksucker, of course you lost your country, that infected 
thing that you dare to call ‘Venezuela.’ Now the country belongs to us, 
the poor, those who previously kissed your feet and who today 
understand that you’re no special being, but only a piece of meat and 
bone like anyone else. Your privileged country is gone, you piece of 
shit.”60 

It is from the sad laments of such opposition intellectuals that we 
can perhaps best grasp what is gained when the oppressed shift from 
being ignored, to being hated, to themselves hating in turn: “The 
balance has been broken and the Other appears ... transformed into 
the enemy ... Chavez, with increasing belligerency, has identified an 
Other for them ... he has given the enemy a face.”61 While many 
wealthy Venezuelans dismiss the hatred of the poor as mere 
“resentment,” Fanon helps us to see how the identification of an 
enemy indicates that real progress has been made on the ontological 
level.62 


Combative Dialectics 


But was the Caracazo and the rupture it marked dialectical or 
analectical, in the language of Dussel? Did it cleave an internal 
rupture or one oriented outward, toward the exteriority of non-Being? 
Was the 1989 rebellion in the streets the action of the “oppressed” or 
the “excluded”? The answer, unsurprisingly, is both. Yes, poor 
Venezuelans were and continue to be the “oppressed” in Dussel’s 
formulation, but this oppression is not as far from “exclusion” as we 
might initially assume, and like Dussel’s formulation more generally, 
the distinction between the two also cuts across individual subjects. 
Hence an Afro-Venezuelan can be excluded—indeed, invisibilized— 
on the basis of race while being included-as-oppressed as a member of 
the working class; an informal worker can be included ethnically 
within the predominant image of Venezuelan-ness and simultaneously 
excluded from the aboveground functioning of the economy; a beauty 
queen of the sort Venezuela is famous for can epitomize beauty 
standards while being condemned to the occluded sphere of 
reproductive labor in the home; and anyone not simultaneously white, 
wealthy, and in possession of cultural capital would likely find herself 
excluded from the twin pillars—the media and the political system— 
that upheld the old political system. Not only were poor, indigenous, 
and Afro-Venezuelans almost entirely absent from the media, beyond 
heavily stereotyped roles, but barriers to acquiring the identification 


cards necessary to even vote meant that many poor Venezuelans 
simply did not exist in the public life of the nation (as late as Chavez’s 
election of 1998, the electoral registry contained a mere 47 percent of 
the population, a number which by 2012 had reached nearly 65 
percent).63 

The political subjects enacting this inverted hatred in the streets 
were thus not simply those “oppressed” by a prior political system 
that was cynically dressed up in the language of “social harmony.” 
Rather, the prevailing sense of social harmony was in fact constituted 
by their absence, their invisibility, their exclusion, and _ their 
banishment to the realm of exteriority in one or more aspects of life. 
But beginning above all with the explosive hyperpotentia of the 
Caracazo, their existence could no longer be denied: the poor and dark 
skinned—the politically, economically, and “mediatically” excluded 
members of Venezuelan society—“came down from the hills” and took 
over the cities in a gesture that could only be interpreted as an 
invasion—the entrance of the barbarian hordes into the realm of 
Being. 

If the Caracazo undeniably constituted a moment of radical rupture 
internal to the social totality—carried out mostly by Venezuelan 
citizens—it nevertheless appeared to those elites who felt most 
threatened by it as a rupture at the furthest reaches of Being, a wound 
through which previously nonexistent poor and racialized subjects 
poured into the social body, infecting it. This expanding and 
combative people had come into being in the very moment that they 
shook the frontiers of Being, shattering the mythical facade of 
Venezuelan harmony and rushing forward relentlessly, with little 
attention paid to the sometimes-dangerous shards that remained. 

The fact that their appearance has been decried as “polarization,” 
as division rather than invisibility, simply proves that it has worked. 
In their anxiety toward polarization, therefore, Venezuela’s traditional 
intellectuals—and I use the term as pejoratively as possible—actually 
help us to see that the motion underway in Venezuela today is indeed 
dialectical, and in their mourning of the ontological exclusions of lost 
(false) universals and their desperate, visceral fear of the newly 
empowered masses, they reveal that this is a truly decolonized 
dialectics as well. What has come since has only confirmed that a 
combative and oppositional understanding of popular identity is far 
more illuminating of the trajectory unleashed by the Caracazo than 
antidialectical theories of the Multitude. 

If the direct and unmediated explosion of the Caracazo might seem 
initially compatible with the Multitude, this view is misleading even 
for grasping the 1989 rebellion itself, much less the chain reaction 
that has come since.c64 Even amid the rebellion, dialectical fibers 


stretched backward in those organized elements of the postguerrilla 
struggle who threw themselves into the upsurge, and forward in those 
who were already conspiring—both inside the military and outside— 
to overthrow the existing order. Against romantic celebration of the 
Multitude, in other words, this was a rebellion that contained 
important organized elements and that moreover couched its demands 
explicitly in a radical conception of the bravo pueblo. 

And if “exteriority burst into history” during the Caracazo, then 
that same exteriority burst into Venezuelan political life in 1992, 
when Hugo Chavez—responding to the Caracazo itself—led a failed 
coup that laid the symbolic groundwork for his winning the 
presidency six years later.os The coalition that propelled Chavez to 
power was in many ways an expression of the same social subject that 
had taken violently to the streets in 1989, and while the trajectory 
since has not been without its complexities, it embodies in many ways 
Dussel’s dialectic of constituent and constituted powers, which has in 
the process allowed the deepening of the constituent elements of 
popular identity. This is a process that has never shied away from 
walking the fine line between potentia and potestas, a radically 
dialectical engagement with state power, with political leadership and 
the party form, and with the difficult process of constructing what has 
come to be known as Twenty-First Century Socialism in the dynamic 
interplay of power “from below” and “from above.” 

Moreover, alongside this state-emovement dialectic, recent years 
have demonstrated nothing so clearly as the thesis often attributed to 
Marx of the “whip of the counter-revolution,” in which the 
antagonism of anti-Chavista forces, especially during moments of 
heightened conflict, has often sparked a radicalization of the process 
itself. This was nowhere as clear as with the brief coup of 2002 that 
removed Chavez from power for less than two days. In the process of 
mobilizing to reverse the coup through a massive display of 
constituent power in the streets, the Bolivarian process gained an 
unprecedented momentum that allowed—indeed, forced—a 
radicalization. In the words of Roland Denis, a radical intellectual on 
the leftist fringe of Chavismo, the Bolivarian process has had the 
virtue of moving “from event to event”—that is, from 1989 to 2002— 
and the energy gleaned from resisting this second event helped to fuel 
the expansion first of directly democratic communal councils, and 
more recently, a national network of communes.«66 

We have seen the emerging dialectic between Chavistas and the 
opposition, whose division manifests under the fearful code word 
polarization, and the dynamic dialectic of potentia from below with 
potestas from above. But it remains to be seen by what subdialectical 
oppositions the Venezuelan pueblo itself is constituted, and whether 


as a result it maintains the internal heterogeneity of Dussel’s concept. 
Charting this movement, however, requires bringing popular identity 
in Venezuela into relation with the many overlapping identities with 
which it interacts on an everyday basis and which as a result help to 
constitute it and inform its content. 


Soy Chavista, ~Y Qué? 


In an article published as Chavez lay mortally ill in Cuba, former 
Venezuelan vice president Elfas Jaua sketched a genealogy of the 
multiple political identities at the combative heart of the Bolivarian 
process. While the category of the pueblo is undeniably central, Jaua 
emphasized a different and often misconstrued political identity that 
has arguably come to serve as a local and historically contextual 
manifestation of that people in motion: Chavismo. Jaua recounts that 
in the years following Chavez’s failed coup of 1992 and even after his 
election, “very few people identified themselves as Chavista,” instead 
opting for a broad “Bolivarian” identity that had emerged from the 
process of theoretical experimentation in the 1970s that followed the 
defeat of the guerrilla struggle. 

Chavista identity emerged only later, amid the heightened conflict 
with the opposition that ultimately led to the failed coup of 2002, and 
specifically from a sort of dialectical tug-of-war with the opposition 
over who could rightly lay claim to the legacy of Bolivar himself: 


The moment that the dominant elites decided to put an end to this 
revolutionary experiment, they used their entire arsenal of social 
hatred against the poor people who followed Comandante Chavez. 
That’s how they added the new epitaph “Chavista” in the singular 
and “Chavista hordes” ... in the plural, to the long and historic list 
of adjectives used to criminalize the people (lowlife, hordes, 
bandits, black trash, thugs, etc). 

In reality this was an attempt to strip us of our identity as 
Bolivarians, it was the oligarchy’s final attempt to preserve the term 
Bolivarian within the moldy archives of the academies of history. 
But not only were they not able to steal from us the conscious name 
of “children of Bolivar,” but we took on the name Chavista as well, 
resignifying it with dignity ... “Soy chavista gy qué? I’m a Chavista, 
so what?’67 


The attempt to impose Chavismo as an identity was, in fact, an 
attempt to saddle radical Venezuelan movements with a pejorative 
notion of the people as well—what traffics so often under the term 
populism. It was an attempt, in other words, to present the followers of 
Chavez as mere followers and nothing more, naively beguiled by a 


charismatic caudillo. But rather than rejecting this imposed identity, 
the movements took it up, inverted its meaning, and sharpened it as a 
weapon to suit their own purposes. 

This failed rhetorical strategy of the opposition allows us to grasp 
with utter clarity not only the centrality of political identities for the 
revolutionary process in Venezuela, but also the dynamic movement 
of those identities: a counterattack on the popular appropriation of 
Bolivar helped to heat the crucible of struggle in a way that blended 
and even fused identities, endowing them with new dialectical 
content. This pattern would repeat often, as when Chavez himself 
responded to the demonization of his supporters as chusma—which 
translates as lowlifes, riffraff, or even scum—by embracing and even 
celebrating the term: “Yes, we are the same chusma that followed 
Bolivar!” As though intent on missing the point, one opposition 
commentator described Chavez’s dialectical inversion as “vomiting 
class hatred.”6s 

It was in part through this struggle over identities that the 
Bolivarian process itself was dramatically radicalized. Once Chavismo 
was consolidated as a weapon in the arsenal of Venezuelan 
revolutionaries, it was far from either the personalistic identification 
of media caricature or the reductive homogenization that Virno and 
others associate with the people. It instead denotes today a popular 
subject with a clear class content, but also—in the words of Reinaldo 
Iturriza—a “common experience of politicization” marked by 
participation in the Caracazo, supporting the coup of 1992, and 
resisting that of 2002. Chavismo in this sense—like Dussel’s pueblo— 
is not a sociological category but a dynamic relation, a becoming that 
Iturriza describes in terms similar to those of Alain Badiou’s theory of 
the event: “Rebellion is a political event of the first order. Even before 
being recognized as such, Chavismo was incorporated into the 
political in the act of rebellion. It is inconceivable without this 
collective memory, without this shared notion of rebellion: it is in this 
rebellion that these men and women come together and are 
politicized, their baptism by fire.” Despite this common experience 
and opposition to a common enemy, Chavismo nevertheless remains a 
“vigorous subject of subjects” that, while aspiring toward the 
universal, never sheds its own particulars.69 

With his failed coup in 1992 and his televised surrender—during 
which he promised that the rebels had only failed “por ahora, for 
now”—“Chavez invaded the life of Venezuelans as pure conflict, a 
head-on and public contestation of the existing order.”70 In the words 
of one founder of the Venezuelan two-party system, Rafael Caldera: 
“Venezuela was like a showcase window for Latin American 
democracy. The inhabitants of the Caracas hills smashed that window 


when they descended, enraged, in February 1989. Today it has again 
been broken by the rifle-butts and the weapons in the hands of the 
revolting soldiers.”71 The “Chavez myth” functioned much like Sorel’s 
revolutionary myth: establishing an antagonistic frontier that both 
deepened the rupture of social harmony inaugurated in 1989 and 
provided a combative border along which a popular identity could be 
stitched together. 
Chavez’s failed coup provided, in the words of Errején, 


a symbol around which the unsatisfied demands of different social 
sectors were able to link with one another, which with Chavez as a 
catalyst passed from fragments to components of a people in 
gestation ... His radical boundary position vis-a-vis the Venezuelan 
political scene allowed Chavez to be a name and an inscription 
surface for a heterogeneous totality of social positions and 
aspirations, which were not reducible to any of the previously 
existing ideological frameworks. This popular field is held together 
by dates and symbols, emotions, shared descriptions of reality, 
values, and a common horizon for the country, which allow us to 
speak of a political identity that, as we have maintained, is not only 
the majority but also relatively hegemonic: Chavismo. 


The emergence of Chavismo “erected a new border ordering the 
loyalties of Venezuelan society, transforming a privileged minority 
into a political minority and the dispossessed majorities into a project 
for the construction of a ‘people’ demanding representation for the 
entire community.”72 This gap between the now and the future 
reflects a Sorelian commitment to subjectively established combat; a 
Fanonian attentiveness to struggle that is “grounded in temporality,” 
granting weight to dialectical momentum; and a Dusselian insistence 
on a politics that expands toward exteriority, in which present 
struggles by a part gesture toward a future whole that is both enlarged 
and radically reconfigured. 

Ociel Ali Lopez similarly describes the emergence of this popular 
subject from the 1992 coup as an “intellectual sacudon,” a term that 
translates as a shock or shakeup, but which also refers obliquely to the 
Caracazo itself.73 Echoing Dussel’s rebellious hyperpotentia, Lopez 
describes Chavismo as a “hyperactive subject” that “establishes a 
historical rupture.”74 Moreover, echoing Sorel, this is a subject 
capable of acting upon both sides of the dialectical opposition: by 
confronting what he calls sifrinaje, the snobbish cultural identity of 
historical elites and their attempts to pathologize the poor, “Chavismo 
gave meaning to both its partisans and its detractors.”75 These two 
sides, however, do not constitute a society without remainder, and 
Ldépez here echoes Errej6n’s insistence on an expansive reordering of 


societal loyalties, in which Chavismo provides “a device [dispositivo] 
for interpellating society as a whole” that “far exceeds those who 
represent and manage it” and through which “something larger than 
the country was transmitted virally into the minds inhabiting a 
territory.”76 And this “something larger” that exceeds the whole is the 
reemergence of a popular bloc from the realm of exteriority: 
“Struggling against exclusion and the colonial legacy [coloniaje],” 
Chavismo breaks with “western modernity,” driving forth a 
decolonized dialectic.77 

The dynamic and overlapping movement of these multiple 
identities in Venezuela today preserves the heterogeneity of the 
popular bloc, the part that aspires ultimately to re-create the whole. 
This is a people that is many things at the same time: it is poor, it is 
African descended, it is Indigenous, it is women, it is students; it is the 
informal sector, the workers, the peasants, and the lumpen—all 
gradually consolidating what Dussel terms an “analogical hegemon” 
or a “social bloc of the oppressed” and excluded. And each of these 
constituent elements of the pueblo, in their struggles and their 
development, maintain to some degree their own dynamic that 
operates as a sort of subdialectic or dialectic-within-a-dialectic. 

The occasionally decisive function of these subdialectics becomes 
more concrete through an example—perhaps the most important 
example—the dialectic of racism and the Afro-Venezuelan movements 
that have emerged in opposition to it. Afro-Venezuelan movements are 
flourishing today under the broader aegis of the people, and generally 
with the support of the Bolivarian Revolution. But until recently, these 
movements confronted even within Chavismo a stubborn ideology of 
mestizaje, which insists that by virtue of a long history of ethnic 
intermixture, all Venezuelans are mixed and so racism couldn’t 
possibly exist.7s As a false universal, this ideology stands as a barrier 
to dialectical motion much like what Fanon confronted in Black Skin, 
White Masks, and upholds white supremacy in the process. 

When Afro-movements began to challenge this ideology, they were 
opposed even by many high-ranking Chavistas, but when the 
(sub)dialectics of race began to interact with the broader dialectics of 
the people, both underwent a qualitative leap. In the crucible of 
conflict that eventually led up to the failed 2002 coup against Chavez, 
the heat of political struggles and their sharpened polarization 
allowed not only the forging and consolidation of identities but also 
their blending and alloying. As anti-Chavistas became more brazen, 
their language became more openly racist, with some publicly 
describing Chavez in racialized terms and graffiti reading, “Out with 
the vermin” and “Death to the monkey Chavez!”79 It was this 
heightened combat that forced Chavez and others to finally recognize 


the centrality of white supremacy (and colonialism) and to 
increasingly insist that the Venezuelan pueblo was, at its heart, 
African and indigenous. 

Now, the more Afro-Venezuelans organize and Chavistas identify 
with their struggles, the more the popular bloc as a whole is racially 
“overdetermined” (in Fanon’s terms)—unified in the eyes of its 
opponents, for whom racism and class hatred blend effortlessly 
together. A virtuous subcycle of polarization radicalizes both 
consciousness and organizing in a dialectical manner, strengthening 
the internal bonds that draw the people together. The struggle of Afro- 
Venezuelans thus reflects in microcosm a broader decolonized 
dialectic of popular identity: combatively struggling around race even 
against the denials of comrades, the movements were able to push 
their demands in such a way that through outright combat with the 
opposition, they were taken up as common currency and as 
component elements of popular identity as a whole. 

In this way, the people functions as an identity of identities, 
drawing together various subidentities—often with their own 
subdialectics—into a broader horizon and antagonistic frontier. While 
the struggles of Afro-Venezuelans confirm Dussel’s approach, in which 
a decolonized dialectics finds its central foothold in the nonbeing of 
exteriority, the combativity it entails is not reserved solely for the 
Venezuelan opposition, but also functions within the popular bloc. 
The subdialectics of race thus appear to share more with Fanonian 
explosiveness than Dussel’s cheery description of “dialogue and 
translation.” As the founder of the Afro-Venezuelan Network, Jestis 
“Chucho” Garcia once told me, even professed revolutionaries did not 
always voluntarily embrace struggles over race: “It was only as a 
result of us fighting them and all of the cofiazos, the blows that we 
gave them, that some openness developed.”s0 Combativeness even 
within popular identity, an expression of its persistent heterogeneity, 
was thus central to its radicalization. 

It would be a mistake, however, to raise this radicalized and 
decolonized concept of the people to the status of a new universal, 
declaring popular identity the relevant category for all struggles, and 
this would moreover violate the internal multiplicity and 
heterogeneity of the people itself. However, it must be observed that 
popular identity seems peculiarly well suited to what Anibal Quijano, 
following Mariategui, terms the “historical-structural heterogeneity” 
of coloniality, the overlapping multiplicity of relations of production 
that texture the still-colonial world.si As a result, we could say that 
Jameson’s general imperative toward a “multiplicity of local 
dialectics,” while not strictly decolonial, nevertheless opens in a 
decolonial direction.s2 With the proliferation of multiple dialectics 


and the mobility of the identities involved, the broader movement 
becomes more contingent and open ended, less predictable, any 
particular outcome less certain. With so many factors, identities, and 
movements crashing and banging around, there can be no ceteris 
paribus, no scientific holding of constants. 

What remains is a modified war of position in which determinism 
dissipates and even small minorities can force broader dynamics into 
motion. This is especially true of those emergences that leap forth 
unpredictably from exteriority, violent shocks to the symbolic order 
through which external diversity becomes internal difference as the 
totality itself is radically transformed. As we have seen, however, this 
multiplicity of dialectics does not preclude their dynamic interaction 
and even tense unity, and this multiplication of local dialectics in 
Venezuela—popular, racial, gendered, class based—has also coincided 
with their progressive unification, stitched together in a combative 
tapestry that, if singular, disintegrates outward at the edges. In this 
increasingly unified heterogeneity, in the recognition by popular 
movements that no path is laid out before them and no victory 
guaranteed except through their own sacrifice, and in the real 
progress that has already been made in revealing the nonbeing of 
exclusion and tearing down the apartheid walls upholding it, we can 
see that we are in the presence of a powerfully decolonized dialectics. 


Of Pigs and Chigiires 


Where does Venezuela’s decolonized dialectic lead? If we have learned 
anything, it is that any decisive answer would be hubristic and would 
risk short-circuiting the very dynamics that have allowed it to emerge. 
What is clear is that it orients toward that dialectical placeholder that 
has come to be called Twenty-First-Century Socialism, which both in 
its content and its self-constitution is an open-ended construction with 
decolonial inspirations. It was above all that decolonial thinker par 
excellence Mariategui who broke with the imposed dogma of official 
socialism earlier and more firmly than most, all in an effort not to 
impose another model but to think socialism again, differently. And it 
is in this same spirit that the Bolivarian process moves forward along 
the path that Mariategui had indicated but not trodden, doing so 
under the sign of another, more local imperative that nevertheless 
retains the same openness of spirit: that of Bolivar’s own teacher 
Simon Rodriguez, today upheld as one of the “three roots” of 
Bolivarian ideology, who famously insisted, “O inventamos o erramos— 
Either we invent, or we err.”83 

This future is not guaranteed, of course, although we should not 
mistake the open-endedness of its dialectics for a weakness, even 


though a surer design might avoid perilous detours along the way. The 
greatest weakness of all would be to insist on a singular or 
preordained path for the many dialectics that—tensely unified—have 
allowed the Bolivarian process to move forward, sometimes decisively, 
sometimes hesitantly. Our orientation toward this process cannot 
therefore be to attempt to leap forward, predicting the parameters of 
its ultimate reconciliation, but instead to inhabit the center of the 
dialectic, pressing outward to maintain a space for revolutionary 
combat to play its unpredictable historic role. Once we assume this 
position, however, other dangers emerge more clearly, particularly 
those that threaten to halt the struggle, to preemptively declare its 
conclusion, and to contain popular demands within a newly 
established false universal. 

Not even the figure of Chavez himself is immune to this threat, 
especially after his death in early 2013. Just as previous generations 
of Venezuelan leaders had, in Chavez’s words, “sanctified Bolivar” in 
order to “depoliticize him,” so too could we say that in pointing to 
this sanctification, Chavez was foretelling his own future. According to 
Errejon, those who were unable to defeat Chavez in life have taken a 
different tack after his death. They who once yoked their poor 
enemies with the name of Chavez only to have this strategy backfire 
are now intent on “depoliticizing Chavez and dispersing Chavismo” in 
part because they themselves must slip the yoke of being simply “anti- 
Chavistas.” Where Chavez in life stood for “pure conflict” and 
succeeded by sharpening polarization and rupturing society in a way 
that revealed underlying oppressions and exclusions, many in the 
opposition “now aim to erase that border by transforming Chavez into 
a beautiful historic memento and Chavismo into the non-political act 
of mourning an individual.” The goal is to make of Chavez not a 
boundary figure, but an “ideological transversal,” “a central point of 
reference in Venezuelan political culture that no longer provokes 
conflicts,” a figure of “consensus.” 84 

In other words, they seek to transform this dialectically potent 
figure into an empty symbol for all Venezuelans, a marker of 
premature reconciliation. If this practice of emptying Chavez of 
political content begins with the erasure of that antagonistic frontier 
he helped to inaugurate, then the task before radical Chavistas is, 
according to Errején, much like that faced by Sorel, Fanon, and Dussel 
in turn: to reestablish and “discursively manage” this combative 
frontier. “Chavismo is tendentially for (almost) everyone but it is not 
just anything, and nor does just any content fit within it. As a result, it 
is fundamental to construct its ‘outside’ carefully and manage the 
inclusion-exclusion game with flexibility, seducing immediately while 
at the same time deploying political pedagogy that will cultivate 


positions of the future.”s5 This carefulness and this flexibility reflect 
the simultaneous task of maintaining the dialectical opposition that 
Chavismo marks while also pointing beyond it, in an openness toward 
the exteriority that Chavismo helped to gather. 

The danger of Chavismo becoming its opposite would seem a 
characteristically dialectical one, but the stakes are all the higher for a 
decolonized dialectics that guarantees no progress, only the 
combatively one-sided imposition of a new reality. This is a task that, 
concretely, requires both unity and difference, within the people as 
well as between those people and the institutionalized power of the 
state. During the last months of his life, Chavez insisted on both, 
demanding “unity, unity, and more unity!” within the movement 
while making clear that this was not a “centripetal” unity, and much 
less the totalizing unity of Venezuelans as a whole. It was instead a 
tense dialectical unity-in-combat that his most radical disciples have 
since used as a foothold to press radically forward with the 
expansively dialectical task of building a truly inclusive revolutionary 
society that abolishes oppression as it overcomes exclusion. 

It would be no surprise, then, that while insisting on unity in his 
now famous Golpe de Timén speech—whose title indicates a sharp 
change in course, and which has come to represent his last political 
will and testament—Chavez also insisted on the expansion of the 
dream of the “communal state.” This ambitious multiplication of 
spaces for popular participation—from communal councils to larger 
and more ambitious self-governed units such as communes and 
communal cities—in its own way seeks to encompass dialectical 
opposition while expanding toward exteriority. According to Iturriza, 
the communal councils were created not “to domesticate Chavismo, to 
mold it in the image and similarity of the same.” Instead, these local 
institutions of direct self-governance—established above all in the 
sprawling slums that were both systematically excluded by previous 
governments and represent the bedrock of support for Chavismo— 
grew out of the fact that residents of those barrios “are recognized as 
other, as something different, as a subject that points toward the 
construction of an-other politics.” Such councils thus overcome both 
the anti-institutionalism of the Multitude and the blindness of its 
theorists toward the dynamically expansive potential of the people as 
a political subject, “incorporating those from below, guaranteeing 
them a space, a place” from which to keep fighting.s6 

In his Golpe de Timon speech, delivered just months before his 
death, Chavez recounted a well-known joke about an Indigenous 
community and a Catholic priest. It was Holy Week, and the priest— 
seeing a fattened pig nearby—reminded the community that they 
were not allowed to eat pork that week, only fish or the large 


amphibious rodent known as chigiiire, or capybara. The priest then 
took several community members to the river to be baptized with 
Christian names. When the priest returned later that day to find the 
community dancing and roasting the recently slaughtered pig, he was 
appalled. Their response, which Chavez playfully recounted to 
highlight the danger of merely calling things “socialist” while 
capitalism remains intact, stands also as a testament to both subaltern 
cunning and a subversively decolonial dialectic: “No, we solved the 
problem. We baptized this pig and named it chigiiire.”87 


SPIRALS 


LEST THE UNDERLYING CHRONOLOGICAL architectonics of this book be seen 
as reinscribing the very same linear, deterministic, and progressive 
teleology that the thinkers in question contest, I conclude without 
concluding, and prior to where I began. The decolonized dialectics of 
Frantz Fanon and Enrique Dussel exist independently of George Sorel’s 
dialectics of class struggle; he is not their origin, source, or mandatory 
point of departure. While global capitalism and coloniality emerged so 
jointly as to be nearly synonymous, and while many decolonial 
revolutionaries have turned to Marxism as a weapon, decolonization 
itself is not an outgrowth of—and much less does it find its 
“parentage” in—the class struggle.1 More importantly still, a 
decolonized (and decolonizing) dialectics—understood as a radical 
practice and orientation toward struggle—predates, exceeds, and 
exists independently of even Hegel’s own formulations, in the 
combative self-assertion, the making known, of colonized and 
enslaved peoples. 

Without ever having read a word of Hegel, the slave-turned- 
abolitionist orator Frederick Douglass would not only enact and 
delineate the fundamental contours of the Hegelian master-slave 
dialectic with an astonishing degree of clarity on the basis of nothing 
but his own lived experience, but he would also preemptively 
radicalize that dialectic in a way that foreshadowed the thinkers 
considered here. Douglass was to be broken by the infamous slave- 
breaker Edward Covey, a fate that he initially accepted as his destiny, 
his ontological reduction—what he calls his “brutification”—to a level 
scarcely above the ox that he himself was tasked with breaking: 
“break and be broken—such is life.”2 A rationalist like Fanon but a 
Christian moreover, Douglass first took refuge in these falsest of 
universals, only to find both shaken, and his eventual fight with Covey 


is only fully grasped in light of the scenes that precede it. Douglass 
first beseeched his owner to protect him, if only as property worth 
preserving, but despite being his “brother in the church,” Douglass was 
unable to transcend the innate “guilt of the slave,” or what Fanon 
would come to call “the racial allocation of guilt.”3 He concluded 
painfully that “I had no friend on earth, and doubting if I had one in 
heaven,” but this diremptive rupture of human and celestial solidarity, 
Douglass’s condemnation to a “fallen state,” was also nevertheless a 
form of liberation: “My hands were no longer tied by my religion.”4 

Where religion failed, so too did reason and education fail when 
confronted with the institutionalized unreason of white supremacist 
violence: “My book learning ... had not kept Covey off me.”5 The 
cunning of reason would not provide history with an internal motor 
pressing toward reconciliation. Even when he later dedicated himself 
to arguing for abolition—as a physical embodiment of the untruth of 
slavery’s reason—it was evident to Douglass, as it would later be to 
Fanon, that systems built upon the ontological disqualification of 
certain subjects are not only themselves irrational, but also 
impermeable to reason. Opposing them therefore requires a rational 
resort to unreason, the sort of mythical response that Douglass would 
later counterpose to reason in no uncertain terms: “Scorching irony, 
not convincing argument ... a fiery stream of biting ridicule, blasting 
reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke. For it is not light that 
is needed, but fire; it is not the gentle shower, but thunder. We need 
the storm, the whirlwind, and the earthquake.” 

What ensued between Douglass and Covey was indeed a life-or- 
death struggle like that described by Hegel, but one that did not take 
place between two ahistorical subjectivities. Instead, it exuded 
historicity: Covey was an agent of inborn masters, Douglass of inborn 
slaves. The confrontation was overcoded with ontological inequality 
from the outset as, in Fanon’s words, a struggle in which “the white 
man is not only ‘the Other,’ but also the master.”7 Against this 
ontological disqualification that undercut any basis for reciprocity, 
Douglass pledged “to stand up in my own defense” and “resolved to 
fight,” his one-sided activity creating the basis for a brawl between 
equals. “Strong fingers firmly attached to the throat of my cowardly 
tormentor,” Douglass forcibly created reciprocity of a sort, “as though 
we stood as equals before the law. The very color of the man was 
forgotten ... He held me, and I held him.”s 

Were the stark distinction between liberatory violence and 
reactionary force not perfectly clear, Douglass’s largely defensive 
posture makes it even more so, and when Covey attempts to recruit 
his cousin, Douglass responds violently only to restore the purity of 
the opposition. Moreover, when Covey seeks to enlist his own slaves, 


they refuse at great personal risk to themselves, feigning ignorance 
and turning away from the master and toward the object of their 
work, notwithstanding Covey’s quasi-Hegelian imperative: “This is 
your work.”9 While the physical struggle between Covey and Douglass 
may have ended in a draw, the victory was Douglass’s alone. The two- 
sided effects of his decolonial violence had (externally) transformed 
not only his relation with Covey, who “never [again] laid on me the 
weight of his finger in anger,” but more importantly had (internally) 
radicalized his own self-consciousness as a being worthy of dignity: 


This battle with M. Covey ... was the turning point in my “life as a 
slave.” It rekindled in my breast the smouldering embers of liberty 
... and revived a sense of my own manhood. I was a changed being 
after that fight. I was nothing before; 1 was A MAN Now. It recalled to 
life my crushed self-respect and my self-confidence, and inspired 
me with a renewed determination to be A FREEMAN. A man without 
force, is without the essential dignity of humanity ... He only can 
understand the effect of this combat on my spirit, who has himself 
incurred something, hazarded something, in repelling the unjust 
and cruel aggressions of a tyrant ... After resisting him, I felt as I 
had never felt before. It was a resurrection from the dark and 
pestiferous tomb of slavery, to the heaven of comparative freedom 
... | had reached the point, at which I was not afraid to die. This 
spirit made me a freeman in fact, while I remained a slave in form. 
When a slave cannot be flogged he is more than half free ... the 
case I have been describing, was the end of the brutification to 
which slavery had subjected me.10 


While the similarities to the Hegelian account in this passage are 
remarkable, so too are the evident tensions with Hegel’s dialectic.11 
Specifically, is the insistence that one must be willing to die—more 
than merely risk life—a break with Hegel’s conception, which is as 
much driven by the avoidance of death and the submission to slavery 
as a result?i2 Or is such willingness a necessary step in the 
collectivization of any such dialectic, in which some struggle and die 
whereas others submit and live?13 

Ultimately, however, this question is inextricably bound up with 
the question of ontological disqualification particular to racial slavery 
and colonial domination. For those innately condemned to servitude, 
the promise that there was no escaping such a condition would drive 
Douglass and so many others to a situation inconceivable for Hegel: 
preferring death to continued slavery.14 Douglass’s account of one- 
sided dialectical struggle and existential freedom from concrete, 
historical slavery culminates with a quotation from Lord Byron’s 
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, penned only a few years after Hegel’s 


Phenomenology, but whose implications are arguably more radical, and 
peculiarly suited to a decolonized dialectics: 


Hereditary bondsmen, know ye not 
Who would be free, 
themselves must strike the first blow?15 


The hereditary nature of Douglass’s bondage, and furthermore its 
deepening to the ontological level of being itself, entailed—for him as 
for Fanon and many others before and after—specific barriers that 
could only be confronted with a one-sided, decolonial violence, the 
subjective, predialectical struggle of “the first blow,” to lay the 
groundwork necessary for dialectical motion to emerge. 

Douglass would not be the last Black American to approvingly cite 
Byron’s epic as the expression of a one-sided dialectic of liberation. 
None other than W. E. B. Du Bois—who certainly had read Hegel— 
also turned to Byron in The Souls of Black Folk to frame his opposition 
to those Black leaders whom he perceived as minimizing “the 
emasculating effects of caste distinctions.” But Du Bois notably 
included an earlier verse, as though to drive home the dialectical 
importance of grasping the condition of those disqualified from full 
humanity: “From birth till death enslaved; in word, in deed, 
unmanned!”i6 The hopelessness of this passage notwithstanding, the 
Du Bois of Souls nevertheless insisted optimistically—and under a 
more clearly Hegelian imprimatur—that the “mountain path to 
Canaan” was “steep and rugged, but straight,” only to see such 
optimism disintegrate during the course of his own book, under the 
crushing weight of essays like “Of the Coming of John.”17 

Despite the ambivalence of Du Bois’s dialectic in Souls—which still 
retained a Hegel-inspired faith in progress and a palpable ambiguity 
toward the “terrible” Maroons, John Brown, Nat Turner, and 
Toussaint L’Ouverture—he nevertheless went on to rediscover, in 
Black Reconstruction, revolutionary Black agency where it was invisible 
to master dialecticians, through a transposition of slaves with workers 
and slavery with capitalism as a global system. And he also 
rediscovered something else in the process: a tragic dialectic of 
reversals, defeats, and missed opportunities; not a long but heroic 
march toward a brilliant future but “a brief moment in the sun” before 
retreating, under the weight of white supremacist terror, “back again 
toward slavery”; the ostensible built-in progress of the dialectic of 
history folded back onto itself, beaten and bloodied. is 

Nowhere is this tragedy of history as visible as in the history from 
which we began: C. L. R. James’s Black Jacobins. After all, what was 
the Haitian Revolution if not a dialectical eruption in the last place 
master dialecticians would have chosen to look? What explains its 


systematic erasure and “disavowal” if not the fundamental 
unthinkability of its content?19 And what was this content if not the 
self-activity of slaves as revolutionary subjects capable of generating 
their own history outside and against overarching logics of history? 
The fact that this same disavowed history would—through a feedback 
loop—come to provide the unrecognized content for what would come 
to pass as the dialectic, in the work of Hegel, only drives home the 
world-historical nature of the rebellion, as well as the ill-fitting 
straitjacket of Hegel’s progressive teleology.20 

We can find echoes of this decolonized dialectical practice 
throughout the entire trajectory of Black struggles against slavery, in 
figures like Malcolm X, who insisted on reciprocity if only in death 
—“Let your dying be reciprocal. This is what is meant by equality. 
What’s good for the goose is good for the gander”—only to find his 
own dialectics of Black identity cut down by twin shotgun blasts. 21 
The basic contours of a decolonized dialectics, moreover, are not 
limited to chattel slavery, but are present throughout the history of 
decolonial struggles more broadly understood. In Latin America, for 
example, traditional dialectics—of Hegelian reason or orthodox 
Marxism—have long proved ill-fitting to local realities, prompting 
instead the heretical irruption of counterdiscourses to dialectical 
counterdiscourses, radical breaks with orthodoxy, the spiritualization 
of a dialectics of subjective struggle a la Mariategui, and a resistance 
to developmental stages visible as well in the turn to Cuban-inspired 
guerrilla warfare in the 1960s. In other words, the conditions of 
possibility for and resonances of this decolonized dialectics precede, 
exceed, and will long outlast the individual thinkers considered here. 


Diagnosing Colonial Difference 


But what are the parameters of such a dialectics? From the parallax 
movement between the thinkers considered here, and in particular 
Fanon and Dussel, we can sketch out some initial contours. In a 
negative gesture, we can find good reasons—theoretical as well as 
political—for the colonized and enslaved to be skeptical of many 
elements of traditional dialectics, especially where posed as the 
dialectic: the optimistic determinism of a self-starting and automatic 
movement in the present, the teleological progressivism that leads 
incessantly along the predetermined path of this motion, and the fully 
reconciled “end of history” with which such a dialectic inevitably 
concludes. For those confronting not motion but stasis, the stubborn 
resistance of the present, and for whom historical motion has been 
uncertain at best—small victories, major setbacks, all permeated with 
ontological force—such dialectical illusions are little more than 


comfort in suffering. And for those pressing forth struggles on the 
basis of particularly colonial conditions, to be told that they are doing 
it all wrong has not added to the allure of the dialectical approach. 

Most fundamentally, however, the gap—indeed, chasm—between 
“the” dialectic and a decolonized dialectics emerges from the 
diagnosis of the systematic ontologicial disqualification of certain 
subjects, their relegation to what Fanon calls the “zone of nonbeing” 
and the slightly different space that Dussel formulates as “exteriority.” 
The productive if imperfect overlap of these concepts, I argue, 
constitutes a potent fulcrum for theoretical decolonization. It is this 
ontological difference between full Being and subjected nonbeings— 
between that which is visible and legible as humanity and that which 
is relegated to the status of less-than-being—that intervenes to block 
dialectical movement in the present, and it is in the one-sided 
overcoming of such ontological apartheid that much of history’s 
combative progress can be mapped. It is in the play between inside 
and outside, moreover, between aboveground and subterranean, that 
any and all determinism is lost, that “the” dialectic collapses into 
many combative moments that nevertheless coalesce into broad 
oppositions, and that the reconciled horizon of the future remains that 
and nothing more: a horizon toward which to aim but never reach. 

But this zone of nonbeing and exteriority poses a distinct challenge 
from within dialectical thought that some might deem fatal to the 
project of decolonizing dialectics as a whole. From a strict Hegelian 
perspective, to reject the symmetry of oppositions is also to reject the 
internal ties that bind them together in a dialectical relationship to 
begin with, rendering the parts mere diversity rather than difference, 
an external rather than an internal relation. Even in Sorel we saw an 
effort to deepen the class opposition to the point of utter 
incommensurability, and a rejection of social duty and ethics that 
profoundly divided the social totality. Fanon’s rejection of the 
symmetry of the master-slave dialectic, and his insistence that the two 
sides look past one another in a sort of missed encounter grounded in 
ontological difference, would seem to be in this sense antidialectical, 
as would his later resort to Manichaeism. Dussel’s more explicit turn 
to exteriority, which brought him to the brink of rejecting dialectics 
entirely, only serves to underline this chasm between internal and 
external. 

But were this objection to hold, we would be left in a strange 
impasse. Hegel and arguably the entire dialectical tradition would be 
left simply incapable of accommodating such central world-historical 
processes as colonization and chattel slavery, themselves inseparable 
from modern-colonial capitalism. In other words, a _ restrictive 
understanding of internal difference already carries within it all the 


pretensions of symmetrical Being that so characterize the limitations 
of the Hegelian system, and which Fanon straightforwardly rejected. 
In this sense, the frequent resort to theories of multiplicity and the 
Multitude stand as a sort of inverted Hegelianism that can only take 
the latter on its own unquestioned terms. If we refuse to condemn 
dialectics as a whole to such pretensions, if we refuse to choose 
between dialectics and decolonization, we need to loosen and recast 
this internal-external relation by walking the fine line between the 
two, inhabiting the borderlands of nonbeing and exteriority. In this 
way, we might be able to reformulate and give a new dialectical 
meaning to what Walter Mignolo and others have called “the colonial 
difference.” 

Beyond the either/or of internal versus external difference, 
dialectics versus decolonization, we are instead tasked with grasping a 
fundamentally nonsymmetrical system of difference, an ontological 
distinction between Being and nonbeings that does not slide directly 
from internal difference to the unrelated contingency of mere diversity 
or multiplicity. After all, colonization and enslavement are not 
processes in which individuals and groups simply bump haphazardly 
into one another. Rather, they denote the sort of specifically one-sided 
operations to which Hegel was characteristically blind, the utterly 
nonreciprocal oppression of those deemed not even worthy of 
recognition—those unnecessary for the development of self- 
consciousness—and from whom only work, land, or simply death is 
desired as a result. Instead of simply loosening the bond of dialectical 
opposition to the point of multiplicity, then, colonial difference 
indicates a more concrete and precise way of grasping those 
oppositions not visible to a traditional dialectics but whose 
appearance does not mark the impossibility of dialectics entirely. 

If the colonial difference is paradigmatic of such one-sidedness, 
however, the relevance of a dialectics of exteriority is not limited to 
the realm of coloniality strictly speaking. Instead, such an orientation 
provides an entry-point into grasping a much broader illegibility that 
further underlines the global and historical complicity of race and 
class. In the words of the Chilean novelist Roberto Bolafio: 


In the seventeenth century, for example, at least twenty percent of 
the merchandise on every slave ship died. By that I mean the dark- 
skinned people who were being transported for sale, to Virginia, 
say. And that didn’t get anyone upset or make headlines in the 
Virginia papers or make anyone go out an call for the ship captain 
to be hanged. But if a plantation owner went crazy and killed his 
neighbor and then went galloping back home, dismounted, and 
promptly killed his wife, two deaths in total, Virginia society spent 


the next six months in fear ... Or look at the French. During the 
Paris Commune of 1871, thousands of people were killed and no 
one batted an eye. Around the same time a knife sharpener killed 
his wife and his elderly mother and then he was shot and killed by 
the police. The story didn’t just make all the French newspapers, it 
was written up in papers across Europe ... How come? The ones 
killed in the Commune weren’t part of society, the dark-skinned 
people who died on the ship weren’t part of society, whereas the 
woman killed in a French provincial capital and the murderer on 
horseback in Virginia were. What happened to them could be 
written, you might say, it was legible.22 


Until such deaths—and lives—count, until the captains of today’s 
slave ships are all hanged, a dialectics grounded in the illegibility of 
exteriority and nonbeing will be an indispensable weapon. 


The Labor of the Positive 


Latent within this first challenge is a second one, visible in all three 
thinkers considered here, but which I have avoided until this point. 
Sorel, Fanon, and Dussel are peculiar—albeit not contingently so—for 
their embrace of what we could call, reversing Hegel, the “labor of the 
positive.” In his Negative Dialectics, for example, Adorno insists on the 
need to “free dialectics” from its “affirmative traits,” to which Marcuse 
adds that, “Dialectical theory ... cannot offer the remedy. It cannot be 
positive. To be sure, the dialectical concept, in comprehending the 
given facts, transcends the given facts. This is the very token of its 
truth. It defines the historical possibilities, even necessities; but their 
realization can only be in the practice which responds to the theory, 
and, at present, the practice gives no such response.” 23 

By apparent contrast, Fanon and Dussel each embrace some notion 
of the positive, with the latter as we have seen even insisting on the 
naiveté of the Frankfurt School theorists “with respect to the positive 
criticality of the utopia of political exteriority.”24 Similarly, Fanon 
insisted in his lyrical bookends to Black Skin, White Masks that humans 
are not only a “no” but also “a yes resonating from cosmic 
harmonies”: “Yes to life. Yes to love. Yes to generosity,” an insistence 
that humans—more “actional” than “reactional”—affirm as much as 
they negate.25 An actional orientation that opens radically onto a 
future of endless self-creation, for Fanon, that unleashes “what is most 
human,” passes necessarily through the embrace of the other and the 
effort to “build the world of you.”26 While the brutally negative force 
of the Fanonian dialectic is undeniable, so too this positive source, 
which later finds its basis in the reservoir of relative exteriority—to 
use Dussel’s terms—of the Algerian peasantry. 


Even a thinker so resolutely negative as Sorel, who like Fanon 
rejected any overarching system of ethics binding workers to bosses, 
placed a surprising weight on the one-sided ethics emerging from the 
underside of this rupture. Not only is there an “ethics of violence” that 
governs the workers’ dialectical attack, but also a quasi-analectical 
“ethics of the producers” that emerges independently from within the 
production process, according to which the proletariat “organizes 
itself in obscurity ... without the aid of bourgeois thinkers.”27 Such an 
ethic is unmoored from all calculation, and the free worker “wants to 
surpass everything that has been done before him,” thereby generating 
an “indefinite progress” that is more artistic than material, grounded 
in the “infinite nature of his will.” 2s 

But in framing his approach as a critique of a purely negative 
dialectics, Dussel is not suggesting that the outcome of dialectical 
motion is “affirmative” or laudable, and much less predetermined. 
After all, here was a thinker forced into exile by the dialectical 
blowback of a fascist bombing. Rather, he means something very 
specific when he calls the Frankfurt School “naive”: that due to the 
movement of critique, a given discourse can be both “critical” toward 
prior discourses and “naive” toward those future discourses that will 
surpass them. While this may be putting it too strongly, since Marcuse 
points toward a future liberatory “practice” without claiming to know 
it, Dussel’s point is that such practices do indeed exist in the present: 
in the concrete praxis of the colonized, itself more than simply a 
“negation of the negation,” but a positive program for the abolition of 
ontological barriers between Being and its opposite. 29 

The tension between negativity and positivity is often seen as 
marking a separation between the struggles of former slaves on the 
one hand and colonized indigenous peoples on the other. For example, 
Afro-Pessimists such as Frank Wilderson use (some would say abuse) 
Fanon to emphasize Blackness as “absolute dereliction at the level of 
the Symbolic, for Blackness in America generates no categories for the 
chromosome of history ... It is an experience without analog—a past 
without a heritage.”30 From such a pure negativity, Wilderson argues, 
only the “negative dialectic” of Fanon’s “complete disorder” can 
spring forth. For others like Lewis Gordon, however, this is to collapse 
Fanon’s understanding of an anti-Black world understood as an 
always-incomplete project with the world that we inhabit, in which 
the persistent gap between the two is precisely the space of resistance. 

Similarly, Cedric Robinson insists that the European project of 
reducing “the African” to “the Negro”—or in other words, reducing 
slaves to pure negativity—is never a fully accomplished fact. Instead, 
Robinson supplements the negativity of slavery with its persistently 
positive remainder, which is again the basis for resistance: 


Black radicalism is a negation of Western civilization, but not in the 
direct sense of a simple dialectical negation. It is certain that the 
evolving tradition of Black radicalism owes its peculiar moment to 
the historical interdiction of African life by European agents ... This 
experience, though, was merely the condition for Black radicalism 
—its immediate reason for and object of being—but not the 
foundation for its nature or character ... It is not a variant of 
Western radicalism whose proponents happen to be Black. Rather, 
it is a specifically African response to an oppression emergent from 
the immediate determinants of European development in the 
modern era and framed by orders of human exploitation woven 
into the interstices of European social life from the inception of 
Western civilization.31 


Robinson, as a consequence, emphasizes the shared legacy of 
colonialism and slavery rather than drawing too sharp a line between 
the two—while never denying that the abolition of both would take 
the form of radical disorder. 

We cannot fully address the question of the positive and those 
concrete, decolonial subjects whose self-activity evades a purely 
negative dialectics—providing a positive wellspring for dialectical 
motiom—without directly addressing the fraught question of tradition. 
Some might respond to the decolonized dialectics of Fanon and Dussel 
by insisting that much of the content these thinkers ascribe to the 
intersection of nonbeing and exteriority remains internal, defined more 
by (dialectical) resistance to oppression than by properly analectical 
separation and autonomy.32 Whereas Dussel is able to slip out of this 
difficulty by virtue of the inescapable and occasionally frustrating 
flexibility of his concept of exteriority—which ranges from an 
individual’s “internal transcendentality” to the continued relevance of 
precolonial communism—Fanon’s is a more difficult case, since he is 
often understood, on the basis of his analysis of Algeria, to be a 
thinker who was deeply and fundamentally hostile to tradition. 

The case is more complex than this, however, since what Fanon 
assails most are those “traditions” that he does not truly understand to 
be traditions at all, that is, those tribal distinctions he interprets— 
rightly or wrongly—as having been “reactivated” by a defensive 
colonizer.33 By contrast, he celebrates not only those (dialectical) 
anticolonial traditions of the Algerian peasantry that make it a 
historical subject and reservoir of resistance—the (Sorelian sounding) 
“old warrior traditions [that] resurface” when the struggle erupts—but 
also those (analectical) traditions whose value is undeniable: 
indigenous organs of popular democracy, communal §anti- 
individualism, and practices of self-criticism.34 The djemaa and 


palaver are thus to Fanon what the Incan ayllu is to Mariategui and 
the Mayan Amaq’ and Aztec altepetl are to Dussel: not remnants of the 
past but living practices in the present.35 

This duality of tradition should be evident, moreover, from the fact 
that the nation itself emerges both on the basis of traditional units and 
through the transcendence of old rivalries that had divided them, and 
that disciplined altruism of the peasantry is rooted precisely in their 
“static society” that clings to a “rigid context.”36 Between bad 
tradition and good there lies the powerful revolutionary process, the 
dialectic-within-a-dialectic, the “armed or even political struggle 
against a merciless colonialism” through which “tradition changes 
meaning.”37 In fact, Fanon is most severe with those abstractly 
Jacobin urban intellectuals who can see nothing but “obscurantist 
traditions” in the countryside and who as a result clash with the “old 
granite foundation that is the national heritage.”3s 

For all these thinkers, traditions must be understood critically, met 
not with outright rejection or wholehearted embrace. They must be 
filtered and divided into good versus bad traditions, those that “serve 
man’s needs” versus those inhuman relics “to be replaced.”39 
Furthermore, this distinction cannot itself be a static one, but must be 
contextual and even momentary, according to the needs of the 
decolonial struggle and the strategic and tactical orientation of the 
enemy. While this may seem to simply punt the question from 
tradition to the question of “who decides,” it nevertheless marks an 
essential if difficult middle ground that a dialectical approach to 
decolonization must walk. 


Dialectics of Distance 


The liminal position of the Algerian peasantry in Fanon’s account, 
existing as they do on the outskirts of the colonial order, at the border 
where the dialectical slides into the analectical, tacitly introduces an 
important dialectics of distance into his account. The space between 
internal and external in a decolonized dialectics, however, is in some 
ways sharply distinct from that posed more recently by Grégoire 
Chamayou who, in his dialectics of exclusion and capture—a 
“dialectic of hunter and hunted”—in some ways provides its dystopian 
inverse. The manhunt, for Chamayou, is grounded in what he, like 
Fanon, understands as an ontological contradiction: “Recognizing the 
humanity of the prey and at the same time challenging it in practice 
are thus the two contradictory attitudes constitutive of the 
manhunt.”40 

In the process, Chamayou mounts a critique of the Hegelian master- 
slave dialectic that shares many elements of Fanon’s view (although 


notably without mentioning him by name). 


Africans are radically excluded from the Hegelian dialectic—and 
thus also from political subjectivity ... the point of departure for the 
relationship of consciousness that is established in the experience of 
modern slavery does not correspond to the canonical schema of the 
Hegelian phenomenology of the master and the slave. The initial 
situation is in fact not a face-off between two undifferentiated 
consciousnesses that, through a free confrontation, will establish a 
relationship of domination, but instead a situation in which 
domination already exists and in which one party is already 
running away because the other is pursuing him. A different 
starting point that inaugurated, as we will see, a quite different 
dialectic.41 


The two subjectivities do not enjoy, Chamayou rightly points out, 
“interchangeable positions,” but are instead “dissymmetrical from the 
outset.”42 Instead of the hand-to-hand heroics of Hegel’s life-or-death 
struggle or the ensuing closeness of chattel slavery, this “quite 
different dialectic” appears as a mediated relation of distance. As a 
result, it is not purely two-sided, but also echoes Fanon’s insistence on 
white supremacy as an ever-present Third: “In the hunting situation 
the master almost never confronts his prey directly. He uses 
intermediaries, mercenary hunters or hunting dogs. This is a schema 
with three terms rather than two.” 


Thus we obtain that other deviation from the schema of the 
Phenomenology: the master’s consciousness is not that of the one 
who has proven himself able to face death, but rather that of the 
one who has the power to put others’ lives at risk without ever 
having to risk his own. If the master is recognized as an 
autonomous self-consciousness, that is precisely because he does 
not have to expose himself to death. In order to be the master, he 
has not risked his life, he has not scorned life in himself as he does 
in others, but only in others.43 


While these formulations share much with Fanon’s decolonization of 
the master-slave dialectic—and arguably put a sharper point on the 
danger of distance as not pure autonomous exteriority a la Dussel but 
instead as itself a structured manifestation of white supremacy—two 
concerns emerge. 

First, Chamayou prevaricates with regard to the weight of ontology 
itself, beginning with the ostensible contradiction at the heart of the 
manhunt: that the prey remains human on some fundamental level. 
Thus he views ancient Greek formulations about slaves as “bipedal 


cattle” and “living tools” to be “oxymoronic,” and even hints that 
despite the asymmetry of the dialectic of the hunt, “the hunting 
relationship is always susceptible to a reversal of positions.”44 While 
this certainly gets at something deeply repressed in the white 
supremacist psyche, Fanon would push further by suggesting that this 
is hardly a contradiction at all: nonbeings are subject to death, period. 
If Chamayou captures something intuitively true about the manhunt, 
he runs the risk of neglecting the fundamental and persistent 
“killability” of those subjects disqualified from humanity.45 

Second, and seemingly paradoxically in light of his insistence that 
“the history of a power is also the history of the struggles to 
overthrow it,” Chamayou paints a one-sidedly pessimistic picture in 
which the concretely historical master-slave dialectic, through its 
structured mediation and avoidance of risk, offers no potential to the 
prey themselves, in part because they are reduced to simply that: 
prey.46 While understandable given his object of analysis, this 
approach threatens to minimize the agency of subjects who are far 
more than merely hunted, who draw upon distance and autonomy in 
more potently radical ways. This approach, put differently, evades the 
important question of what potential a recrafted dialectics of tradition, 
exteriority, and distance holds and why it is that so many subjects 
ostensibly condemned to the status of “prey” have sought weapons 
from among the Hegelian arsenal. This one-sidedness leads Chamayou 
to unfortunately stale conclusions, posing the inversion of hunter and 
hunted as a simple reversal and thus framing resistance as a “tragic 
trick,” an “impasse,” a “nondialectical reversal” that is not properly 
political.47 

What is erased in Chamayou’s pessimistic rendering of distance is 
readily apparent in Angela Davis’s analysis of the role of women in the 
slave community, in which distance gains a fuller account as an 
essential moment in the struggle for liberation. Not only does Davis’s 
analysis of community bring to light the often invisibilized 
background for confrontations such as that between Douglass and 
Covey, it also points in the process toward the same tension between 
dialectics and analectics posed by Fanon and Dussel. More important 
still, through the question of reproductive labor broadly understood— 
a crucial subject in recent years and decades—Davis demonstrates the 
intertwined complicity of gender, slavery, colonization, and the 
geography of resistance. 

According to Davis, the (dialectical) process of slave resistance 
toward the masters would have been impossible without an 
(analectical) foothold in the exteriority of communal life, however 
limited: “The conscious thrust towards its abolition could not have 
been sustained without impetus from the community they pulled 


together through the sheer force of their own strength. Of necessity, 
this community would revolve around the realm which was 
furthermost removed from the immediate arena of domination. It 
could only be located in and around the living quarters.”4s It was only 
at a distance from the Marxian class dialectic of production— 
characterized in this case by utter dehumanization rather than 
alienation from the object of labor—and from the Hegelian master- 
slave dialectic of hand-to-hand combat, that the slave community 
could, as community, provide a space for the expression of freedom 
and the patient reconstruction of humanity. It was only from this 
analectical and autonomous community, for Davis, that the frontal 
and dialectical war of maneuver against slavery might be posed and 
the forces necessary for it composed and recomposed. Dialectical 
resistance was thus intertwined with and relied upon practical positive 
exteriority.49 

Rather than domestic labor serving here as mere reinscription or 
doubling of the female slave’s inferiority, “she was performing the 
only labor of the slave community which could not be directly and 
immediately claimed by the oppressor.” Women were thereby “thrust 
by the force of circumstances into the center of the slave community” 
by virtue of this relative exteriority, making “the dialectics of her 
oppression ... far more complex”: it was not reason in history or the 
development of productive forces, but instead “the sheer force of 
things” that “rendered her equal to her man.”50 This was a “deformed 
equality ... forged quite undeliberately, yet inexorably” at the 
intersection of the economic needs of the system and the self-activity 
of the slaves, and while Davis cites Marx, her account fits comfortably 
neither in the dialectic of Marx nor that of most Marxists: “Latently or 
actively it was always a community of resistance. It frequently erupted 
into insurgency, but was daily animated by the minor acts of sabotage 
which harassed the slave master to no end. Had the black woman 
failed to rise to the occasion, the community of slaves could not have 
fully developed in this direction.” 

“The slave system,” according to Davis, would therefore “have to 
deal with the black woman as the custodian of a house of 
resistance.”51 The primary weapon in such dealing was sexual assault 
as counterinsurgency, itself a spectacular manifestation of a reframed 
master-slave dialectic of sex against gender: “confronting the black 
woman as adversary in a sexual contest,” the master sought to reduce 
the female slave “to the level of her biological being ... to establish her 
as a female animal,” as an attack on “the slave community as a 
whole.”52 Whereas Hegel sustained a founding gendered distinction 
that associated women with mere diversity, Davis here disintegrates 
this distinction as effectively as could be imagined, recentering 


women in a powerfully decolonized fashion.53 

Beyond or alongside predator and prey, then, we find an insistence 
on the reconfigured exteriority of not only Maroon communities, but 
even those who sought constantly to generate life and resistance from 
within the social death of slavery.54 This is not at all to deny the 
centrality of structured distance to the colonial and racial project, or 
the need to reestablish proximity. After all, Fanon insists that “the 
colonist’s feet can never be glimpsed, except perhaps in the sea, but 
then you can never get close enough,” to which Jean Améry adds: “the 
oppressed, the colonized, the concentration camp inmate, perhaps 
even the Latin American wage slave, must be able to see the feet of the 
oppressor in order to become a human being.”55 But it is to insist on a 
more complex, dialectical view of the relationship between colonial 
distance and autonomous self-activity in the process of decolonization, 
between the exteriority of nonbeing and the fullness of humanity. 


The End of the World 


If we began from the fraught relationship between decolonization and 
dialectics, we conclude with a similarly painful tension between 
decolonization and another tradition too often mired in an 
unrecognized Eurocentrism: anarchism. Each of the thinkers 
considered here maintained a tense and complicated relation with 
anarchism. Sorel was sharply critical of his contemporary anarchists, 
whom he deemed “intellectually entirely bourgeois,” while nevertheless 
recognizing that they had radicalized the syndicalist movement by 
infusing it with a laudable wariness of the state.se6 While Fanon was 
critical of anarchistic adventurism in Algeria, he knew that those 
seeking to unleash a decolonial struggle grounded in the self-activity 
of the masses would themselves inevitably be tarred with the same 
brush and denounced by established leaders as “these upstarts, these 
anarchists.”57 Dussel is critical of what he calls the “impossible- 
possibility of the extreme anarchist”—referring to an undifferentiated 
and noninstitutionalized potentia much like the Multitude—but he 
echoes Sorel in his insistence that “quasi-anarchists do indeed remind 
us that institutions become fetishized and always need to be 
transformed,” holding out the “dissolution of the state” as his ultimate 
political horizon.s5s 

The peculiar in-betweenness of these thinkers and others—even 
Mariategui was deeply influenced by the anarchist Manuel Gonzalez 
Prada—suggests a peculiar if often unrecognized resonance between 
decolonization and something like anarchism. This relationship is best 
grasped not as the formal unity of the two, however—by simply 
adding one to the other—but instead by grasping the content these 


impulses share. Recall Dussel’s early formulation of decolonial 
liberation as “an-arche,” beyond the principle of the present, and 
Fanon’s ontological correlation of state and status—either ontological 
status or the status quo of the present. The state for Fanon and Dussel 
is thus similar to that of Sorel—an entrenched “Jacobin” structure of 
inequality and hierarchy—and where they oppose the state, it is 
because it is a structure of inequality, not simply because it calls itself 
a state. Attacking the governing structure of the present is always 
violent and an-archic by definition, but even more so when that 
structure is based on the racial-colonial apartheid that separates true 
Being from substandard nonbeings. 

Whereas the New York Review of Books once described Fanon as a 
“Black Rousseau” and a “true Jacobin,” just as C. L. R. James had 
deemed Toussaint and others “Black Jacobins,” these cannot be 
understood as terms of unambiguous praise.59 Fanon shared Sorel’s 
anti-Jacobin wariness of the cold abstraction of those revolutionary 
intellectuals and political leaders who would simply occupy the upper 
echelons of a new hierarchy. Even James—his own title 
notwithstanding—shows how it was the very Jacobinism of 
Robespierre and Toussaint that led to their downfall: both eventually 
attacked their left wing, lost the support of the masses, and thereby 
sealed their own doom.«o 

In an oft-overlooked footnote to the 1963 edition of Black Jacobins, 
James even seems to share Sorel’s equation of Jacobinism with a 
“principle of hierarchy,” citing Georges Lefebvre’s Sorbonne lectures 
to cleave a distinction between Jacobins and sansculottes: 


The Jacobins ... were authoritarian in outlook. Consciously or not, 
they wished to act with the people and for them, but they claimed 
the right of leadership, and when they arrived at the head of affairs 
they ceased to consult the people, did away with elections, 
proscribed the Hebertistes and the Enrages. They can be described 
as enlightened despots. The sansculottes on the contrary were 
extreme democrats: they wanted the direct government of the 
people by the people; if they demanded a dictatorship against the 
aristocrats they wished to exercise it themselves and to make their 
leaders do what they wanted.61 


While not strictly opposed to the state as a mechanism, or even to the 
Jacobins that occupied that state for a time, the sansculottes were 
indeed hostile to the hierarchy that Jacobinism reproduced. It was this 
gap, turned yawning chasm, that would doom revolutionary processes 
from Saint-Domingue to France and beyond. Against the abstract and 
rationalist freedom of the Rights of Man, to which Toussaint himself 
remained hypnotically beholden, the popular masses were demanding 


a concrete freedom that drew upon tradition. And against the 
authoritarian violence of Jacobinism, they sought to deploy a radically 
democratic brutality that has much in common with Sorel’s distinction 
between two violences, and whose vehicle in the Haitian context was 
a proto-Fanonian resort to the rational irrationality of Black identity.62 

As Césaire put it: “Equality refuses to remain abstract. And what an 
affair it is when the colonized takes back the word on his own account 
to demand that it not remain a mere word!”’63 Armed with a 
substantive view of the state and the Jacobin-sansculotte distinction 
that it entailsk—not to mention a concretized understanding of 
decolonial freedom—we are better prepared to draw together 
anarchism, dialectics, and decolonization in a way that does not 
reduce one to the other or simply add them uncomfortably together. 
Not only can we glimpse in both some anarchisms and some 
decolonial nationalisms a _ ruthless hostility toward ingrained 
hierarchy, but we can also see the inverse: not only that some 
nationalisms are certainly reactionary, but also that some anarchisms 
are too scornfully Jacobin and too imbued with Eurocentrism to be of 
much use toward decolonization.«64 

What reinvigoration of the “unfinished project of decolonization” 
might result from an emphasis on these “an-archistic” insights of 
Fanon and Dussel, insights that exceed the theoretical to insist on the 
dangers of formal decolonization, the reification of the state, and the 
closure of the revolutionary dialectic?65 What enrichment of 
anarchism might result from loosening the formalistic grip of “the 
state” and embracing decolonization as a means of attacking the most 
powerful and essential hierarchy of our times—the ontological 
apartheid that renders some less human than others? What 
potentialities might emerge if we refuse the additive formulation of 
decolonization + anarchism (or communism, for that matter), instead 
allowing the mutual interpenetration of the two in a manner that— 
with clear complicity between content and form—is no more and no 
less than dialectical? 

“Colonization,” in the words of Maia Ramnath, “is one of the most 
concentrated forms of power in history, incorporating extreme modes 
of domination, dispossession, and racial hierarchy.” If we can loosen 
our conception of “the state” to its broadest sense—as status, the 
status quo, the existing state of things—we might be able to grasp 
decolonization as truly constituting, as she rightly puts it, “the highest 
form of anarchism.”66 It is against this state of affairs—this 
sedimented structure of class, racial, and colonial inequality—that the 
thinkers considered here sought to unleash a radically open-ended 
dialectics whose liberating violence alchemically transforms 
everything and everyone it touches and whose objective is no more 


and no less than what Fanon called “the end of the world, by Jove.”67 
The abolition of existing structures, of the white supremacy embedded 
in institutions both formal and informal, the tearing down of the 
apartheid walls separating Being from its constitutive opposite: this is 
the end of the world, and for Fanon as for Césaire, it was and remains 
“the only thing in the world worth starting.”6s 
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only “opens a breach in the enemy’s defenses,” but moreover organizes the 
ranks of the revolution and provides them the necessary “ideological 
concentration” (Prison Notebooks, 233). 

Sorel, Reflections, 29; Réflexions, 40. 

Sorel, Reflections, 115; Réflexions, 164. Working-class identity as an 
absolute assertion thus enjoys an “infinite quality” like the violence 
comprising it, and it is this “torment of the infinite” that is capable of 
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and the relation is one of war, civility is meaningless. 

Sorel, Reflections, 17, my emphasis; Réflexions, 23. 

Sorel, Reflections, 263; Réflexions, 384. Diremption, one of several terms 
used by Hegel and Marx to denote a dialectical rupture that precedes 
reconciliation, evokes a religious fall. See the discussion of the concept, its 
origins, and its development in Enrique Dussel, El ultimo Marx (1863-1882) 
y la liberacién latinoamericana (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1990), 346, 356n61; 
Método para una filosofia de la liberacién: Superacion analéctica de la 
dialéctica hegeliana (Salamanca: Sigueme, 1974), 18 and appendix. 

Foucault’s concern thus refers, in Jay’s lexicon, to both natural and 
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the role of Black identity in the revolutionary dialectic: “In little more than 
half of ten years he had made [Blackness] a part of the political 
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moment in the sun; then moved back again toward slavery.” Black 
Reconstruction in America, 30. 

Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 36. 

Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, 32, 40. For a recent analysis of the 
“image of the barbaric Left” that brings communism and decolonization 
together as an object of anxiety, see Brennan, Borrowed Light, 178. 

Walter Mignolo, “The Geopolitics of Knowledge and the Colonial 
Difference,” South Atlantic Quarterly 101, no. 1 (2002): 57-96. 

While Sorel’s influence on Fanon is often discussed despite the absence of 
direct confirmation, Mariategui was open about his enthusiasm for Sorel, 
especially in his Defensa del marxismo, Obras completas, vol. 5 (Lima: 1974 
[1934]). Again, Sorel’s maligned status leads many to either distinguish 
Mariategui’s thought from Sorel’s or to note their continuities in order to 
reject both (as, e.g., insufficiently Marxist). For an example of the first, see 
Ofelia Schutte’s suggestion that Sorel’s myth is “masculinist” and 
“authoritarian and conducive to right-wing ideologies.” Cultural Identity and 
Social Liberation in Latin American Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993), 45. 
For the second, see Hugo Garcia Salvatecci, Sorel y Maridtegui: Ubicacién 
ideologica del Amauta (Lima: Delgado Valenzuela, 1979). 

Sorel, Reflections, 287n10. 


Chapter 2: Toward a New Dialectics of Race 


i. 
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trans. G. Ciccariello-Maher (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008 
[2006]), 8, 59 fig. 7. 
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Fanon, Wretched, 100; Qfuvres, 546. 

For a discussion of Amilcar Cabral’s development of the concept of class 
suicide, see Tom Meisenhelder, “Amilcar Cabral’s Theory of Class Suicide 
and Revolutionary Socialism,” Monthly Review 45 (November 1993): 40-49. 


. Fanon, Wretched, 99, translation modified, my emphasis; Qfuvres, 544-45. 
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a ‘revolutionary class.’ ” Immanuel Wallerstein, “Fanon and the 
Revolutionary Class,” in The Essential Wallerstein (New York: New Press, 
2000), 26. 
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generative, implications of violence on the colonial subject. As Lewis 
Gordon puts it, violence is in this sense tragic: “He brings out the 
monstrosity of what happens to people engaged in those struggles.... The 
tragedy of it is that these are battles that needed to be waged” (“Fanon”). 

Fanon, Wretched, 179; CG&uvres, 621. 

While this is no place to fully enter into the errors of Laclau’s analysis, 
several merit brief mention. First, Laclau exaggerates the importance of the 
lumpenproletariat in Fanon’s analysis to the detriment of the peasantry. 
The effect of this is, second, to neglect the particular claims the peasantry 
puts forward (which Laclau insists do not exist). Third, then, against Laclau 
there indeed exists something to be articulated in the struggle, through 
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overbearing category: that of the totality. Edward Said, “Traveling Theory 
Reconsidered,” in Reflections on Exile (London: Granta, 2001), 445-46. I am 
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white Europeans. 
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the decolonial thinker Anibal Quijano. 
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Internationale” by connecting them to a “different universalizing praxis 
connected to the question of the anti-colonial struggle” (“Fanon”), and he 
further draws out a comparison with Dante’s Inferno. 
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of humanism and failure to seek alternatives. While Foucault insisted on 
the particularity of his conclusions, he did not hedge when it came to 
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puts it: “ignoring the imperial context of his own theories, Foucault seems 
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Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994), 336. 

Fanon, Black Skin, xii; Qfuvres, 64. 
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Attachments,” Political Theory 21, no. 3 (August 1993): 390-410. 

Fanon, Wretched, 239, translation modified; Qfuvres, 676. 

Fanon, Wretched, 238, translation modified; Qfuvres, 676. 

On the notion of a “decolonial turn,” see El giro decolonial: Reflexiones para 
una diversidad epistémica mds alld del capitalismo global, ed. S. Castro-Gémez 
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Jameson, Fanon’s refiguring of the master-slave dialectic in terms of 
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Hegel Variations, 90. 
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See in particular the reception of Fanon’s Wretched from Mexico to Bolivia 
and beyond, in Magali Rabasa, “Re-reading The Wretched of the Earth in 
Spanish: Tracing Fanon’s Movement Through Radical Politics (Past and 
Present) in Latin America” (unpublished). 
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along with Gramsci, Benedetto Croce, and Gabriele D’Annunzio, Mariategui 
met at the crucial 1921 Congress of Italian Socialists in Livorno). Sorel’s 
influence is particularly pronounced in Mariategui’s 1928 Defense of 
Marxism, which Salvatecci scornfully dismisses as a “defense of Sorel.” 
Elizabeth Garrels, editorial notes of José Carlos Mariategui, 7 Ensayos Sobre 
la Realidad Peruana (Caracas: Biblioteca Ayacucho, 2007), 326. In the same 
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volume Anibal Quijano disagrees with some accounts of how little Marx 
Mariategui actually read (“José Carlos Mariategui: Reencuentro y Debate,” 
ix—cxii). 


. José Carlos Mariategui, An Anthology, ed. H. Vanden and M. Becker (New 


York: Monthly Review Press, 2011), 125, 128, translation modified. 
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position, especially in his now-famous 1881 letter to Vera Zasulich, in 
which the Russian communes, or obshchina, figure as the basis for 
potentially skipping stages or indeed their disintegration. Marx’s method in 
this letter is to look precisely at the “reality” in question, to analyze the 
communes and their bifurcated historical content in context. For a fuller 
discussion of the question, see Anderson, Marx at the Margins. 
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(New York: Monthly Review, 1970). 
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Theory in Latin America,” Nepantla: Views From South 1, no. 2 (2000): 360. 
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. Enrique Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, trans. A. Martinez and C. 


Morkovsky (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1985), viii; Filosofia de la 
Liberacién (Bogota: Nueva América 1996 [1977]), 10. When pressed, 
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conversation in Against War. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 13; Filosofia de la Liberaci6n, 25. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 51; Filosofia de la Liberaci6én, 68. 


. Michael Barber, Ethical Hermeneutics: Rationality in Enrique Dussel’s 


Philosophy of Liberation (New York: Fordham University Press, 1998), 26. 
Linda Martin Alcoff and Eduardo Mendieta show that much of Dussel’s 
work from 1969 was more clearly Heideggerian and that his Para una ética 
de liberacion, from 1973, contains a “very noticeable and disconcerting 
shift” between Heideggerian and Levinasian registers. “Introduction,” in 
Thinking from the Underside of History: Enrique Dussel’s Philosophy of 
Liberation, ed. L. M. Alcoff and E. Mendieta (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2000), 20-21. Dussel himself explains the transition as follows: 
“T had discovered the subject of totality long before reading Levinas (in 
Paris as early as 1962, with [Jean-]Yves Jolif). The idea of overcoming 
totality was clarified by Levinas, although Sartre had suggested it. We read 
Levinas as a group (with [Juan Carlos] Scannone) by the end of 1969, in 
the context of my classes on Hegel ... in which Levinas did not appear, but 
we had begun to read him. The concept of exteriority and the overcoming 
of the totality is Levinasian” (personal communication, October 11, 2009). 
Alcoff and Mendieta, “Introduction,” 21. 

Dussel, “From Critical Theory to the Philosophy of Liberation,” 34n4. 
Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 49, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacién, 66-67. 


. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 6, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
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Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 51, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacion, 68. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 52-53, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacién, 69-70. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 157, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacién, 184-85. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 158-59, translation modified; Filosofia de 
la liberaci6n, 186. 

Some see Levinas as fundamentally Hegelian, but the tension between this 
assertion and Levinas’s own critique of Hegel can be seen as a doubling of 
the difficulty we have faced from the outset: the distance that separates 
dialectics conservatively understood as totalizing, perfect division of the 
totality, and the unity of opposites, versus dialectics as a generative and 
open-ended motion whose effects are largely unpredictable. Robert 
Bernasconi insists that “Levinas is not simply opposed to Hegel” and to 
insist so is “wrong and self-defeating,” in “Hegel and Levinas: The 
Possibility of Reconciliation and Forgiveness,” Archivio di Filosofia 54 
(1986): 325; see also “Levinas Face to Face—with Hegel,” Journal of the 
British Society for Phenomenology, 13/3 (October 1982): 267-76; Peter C. 
Hodgson, Hegel and Christian Theology: A Reading of the Lectures on the 
Philosophy of Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 265. 

Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (The 
Hague: Kluwer, 1991 [1961]), 35, 290. The following paragraphs draw 
upon and reformulate arguments from George Ciccariello-Maher, 
“Decolonial Realism: Ethics, Politics, and Dialectics in Fanon and Dussel,” 
Contemporary Political Theory 13, no. 1 (February 2014): 2-22. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 39, 48; Filosofia de la liberacion, 56, 65. 
Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 42; Filosofia de la liberacion, 58. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 44; Filosofia de la liberacion, 60. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 6; Filosofia de la liberacién, 17. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 71; Filosofia de la liberacién, 92. While he 
speaks frequently in terms of “absolute” or “total” exteriority, Dussel 
admits that this “spatial metaphor ... can lead to more than one 
equivocation,” and is better understood as a “beyond,” adding that 
“Exteriority and interior transcendentality have the same signification in 
this philosophical discourse” (40; 56). 

Enrique Dussel, Para una fundamentacion filos6fica de la liberacién 
Latinoamericana (Buenos Aires: Editorial Bonum, 1974), 8. For a similar 
critique, see Robert Bernasconi, “African Philosophy’s Challenge to 
Continental Philosophy,” in Postcolonial African Philosophy, ed. E. Eze, 183- 
96 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997). Barber frames this as “overcoming Levinas,” 
but is at pains to emphasize that this overcoming involves the dialectical 
preservation of much of Levinas’s contribution (Ethical Hermeneutics, 50- 
51). Shannon Bell has argued that whereas “Levinas does not politicize his 
concept of the other,” Dussel does. “Levinas and Alterity Politics,” in A. 
Horowitz and G. Horowitz, eds., Difficult Justice (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2006), 112. Santiago Slabodsky has sought to use Dussel 
toward reconsidering this critique of Levinas’s Eurocentrism. “Emmanuel 
Levinas’s Geopolitics: Overlooked Conversations between Rabbinical and 
Third World Decolonialisms,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 18, 
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Dussel, Método para una filosofia de la liberacién, 181. While his own 
decision to cut the Gordian knot of metaphysics by mapping alterity onto 
global geopolitics can be critiqued, it is not for these same reasons. Kohn 
and McBride, for example, diagnose Dussel’s slippage between abstract 
metaphysics and concrete particularity and between a multiplicity of 
overlapping systems and subject positions and singular references to a 
single system. Political Theories of Decolonization (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 133. 

Barber, Ethical Hermeneutics, 57. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 173, translation modified, my emphasis; 
Filosofia de la liberacién, 200. 

Like Sorel, Dussel grants some importance to the concept of diremption to 
describe such rupture. See Dussel, El tiltimo Marx, 346, 356n61; Método 
para una filosofia de la liberacién, 18 and appendix. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 159; Filosofia de la liberacién, 187. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 62, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
Liberacion, 81. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 159, 48, translation modified; Filosofia de 
la Liberacion, 187, 65. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 159, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacion, 187. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 158, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacion, 187. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 160, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberaci6n, 188. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 158, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberaci6n, 186. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 159-60, translation modified; Filosofia de 
la liberacién, 187-88. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 136-37, translation modified; Filosofia de 
la liberaci6n, 162. 

Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 166, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberaci6n, 194. 


. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 96, translation modified, my emphasis; 


Filosofia de la liberacién, 118-19. 


. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 4, translation modified; Filosofia de la 


liberaci6n, 16. That peripheral thought enjoys “second sight” is no 
guarantee that it will embrace that outlook. In fact, the constant temptation 
for peripheral thought—one verified in the content of university curricula 
—is to look toward the core, toward Europe, in a sort of repetition of what 
Fanon found so perverse in the deactivated colonial master-slave dialectic. 
For Dussel, this turn toward the master constitutes “its death as philosophy; 
it is its birth as completed ontology and as ideology. Thought that takes 
refuge in the core ends up thinking it to be the only reality.” Dussel, 
Philosophy of Liberation, 4, translation modified; Filosofia de la Liberaci6n, 
16. 


. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 14, translation modified; Filosofia de la 


liberacion, 26. 


. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 61-62, translation modified; Filosofia de la 


liberacion, 80. 


48. Here echoing Fanon and Lewis Gordon, this ontological breach of the 
system will always be perceived as violent, even if it entails little or no 
concrete violence, and as such is inevitably “illegal.” Dussel, Philosophy of 
Liberation, 66, translation modified; Filosofia de la liberacién, 85. 

49. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 179, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacion, 208. 

50. On the fear of penetration as a central aspect of racism, see George 
Ciccariello-Maher, “Toward a Racial Geography of Caracas: Neoliberal 
Urbanism and the Fear of Penetration,” Qui Parle 16, no. 2 (spring/summer 
2007): 39-72. 

51. Maldonado-Torres, Against War, 182. 

52. Maldonado-Torres, Against War, 183. 

53. Maldonado-Torres, Against War, 183. 

54. It is here that Dussel also avoids some of the sharpest critiques of the 
Levinasian approach by, for example, Alain Badiou, who critiques Levinas 
precisely for the decontextualized, nonsituatedness of his transcendent 
other. See Ethics, xxii—xxiii. 

55. In terms of this precolonial exteriority and its legacies in the present, 
Dussel draws frequently upon Mariategui. See, for example, Politica de la 
liberacion, vol. 1: Historia mundial y critica (Madrid: Trotta, 2007), 34. 

56. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 145; Filosofia de la liberaci6n, 172. 

57. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 70, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacion, 91. 

58. Dussel, Philosophy of Liberation, 70, translation modified; Filosofia de la 
liberacion, 91. 


Chapter 5: Venezuela’s Combative Dialectics 


1. See Paolo Virno, Grammar of the Multitude: For an Analysis of Contemporary 
Forms of Life, trans. I. Bertoletti, J. Cascaito, and A. Casson (New York: 
Semiotext(e), 2004 [2001]); the trilogy by Hardt and Negri: Empire; 
Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (New York: Penguin, 
2004); and Commonwealth (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2009) 

2. The distinction between people and multitude first appears in developed 
form in Paolo Virno, “Virtuosity and Revolution: The Political Theory of 
Exodus,” in P. Virno and M. Hardt, eds., Radical Thought in Italy: A Potential 
Politics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), esp. 200-202. 
Negri’s contribution to this volume, by contrast, is notably pre-Empire in its 
formulations, even suggesting we redefine “the people” in a way suited to 
our post-Fordist era. Antonio Negri, “Constituent Republic,” in Radical 
Thought in Italy, 215. 

. Hardt and Negri, Multitude, xiv. 

. Hardt and Negri, Multitude, 99. 

5. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 103. Previously, Virno and Hardt had defined 
constituent power in radically dialectical terms: “a form of power that 
continually creates and animates a set of juridical and political frameworks. 
Its perpetually open processes should be contrasted with the static and 
closed character of constituted power.” Radical Thought in Italy, 261. See 
also Antonio Negri, Insurgencies: Constituent Power and the Modern State, 
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. Virno, Grammar of the Multitude, 21. For Hardt and Negri, the people “tends 


toward identity and homogeneity internally while posing its difference 
from and excluding what remains outside of it” (Empire, 103). 


. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 103; Virno, Grammar of the Multitude, 22-23. 
. Thomas Hobbes, Elementa philosophica de cive (Lausanne: Grasset, 1782 


[1642]), XII.viii, 209: “multitudinem contra populum.” 
Virno, Grammar of the Multitude, 22. 


. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 103-4. 
. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 101. 
. Hardt and Negri, Multitude, 328-29. In an effort to head off such concerns, 


they clumsily add that unitary sovereignty is “not limited to the European 
tradition. The history of Chinese philosophy too, for example, is dominated 
by notions of immutable unity and a dictating center.” 

Even Thermidor itself could stand to be decolonized, as C. L. R. James does 
in The Black Jacobins, by providing a more sophisticated understanding of 
the real struggles that occurred between constituted and constituent power, 
all the while placing this French struggle in the context of a global colonial 
system. 


. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 106, emphasis in original. 

. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 107. 

. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 109, my emphasis. 

. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 109. 

. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 128-29, emphasis in original. 

. Hardt and Negri, Empire, 132. 

. Quijano, “The Coloniality of Power and Social Classification.” 

. Enrique Dussel, Twenty Theses on Politics; Politica de la Liberacion, vol. 1: 


Historia mundial y critica; Politica de la Liberaci6n, vol. 2: Arquitecténica 
(Madrid: Trotta, 2009); Politica de la Liberacion, vol. 3: Critica (Madrid: 
Trotta, forthcoming). 

Dussel’s intervention, while specific to Latin America, nevertheless appears 
in the context of a resurgent debate on the concept of the people (provoked 
in part by political developments in Venezuela) in which a number of 
thinkers have underlined the rupture marked by the people. Jodi Dean, for 
example, insists on the people not as unity but instead as the rest, and in so 
doing is sharply critical of the Multitude. The Communist Horizon, 78. The 
people in this sense, like the radicalized dialectics I have put forth here, 
points toward “the impossibility of totalizing or enclosing the political” (101). 
Against Dussel’s emphasis on exclusion however, Dean argues— 
erroneously, in my view—that the language of exclusion necessarily implies 
inclusion as its solution. For Dussel, it instead entails the opposite: the 
radical breaching and outward expansion of that totality. Dean builds on 
similar suggestions by Giorgio Agamben, who describes the people as “not 
a unitary subject but a dialectical oscillation” between the whole and the 
excluded, and on Susan Buck-Morss, for whom “democratic sovereignty” 
attempts to “monopolize” the people, thereby “attesting to its non-identity 
with the people.” Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare 
Life (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 177; Susan Buck- 
Morss, Dreamworld and Catastrophe: The Passing of Mass Utopia in East and 
West (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 7. 
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To these thinkers, we could add two more directly relevant to Dussel’s 
formulation: the consistent contributions of Ernesto Laclau—especially On 
Populist Reason—and Jacques Ranciére’s suggestion that “The people 
(demos) exists only as a rupture of the logic of arche,” and therefore 
designates “the supplement that inscribes ‘the count of the unaccounted-for’ 
or ‘the part of those who have no part.’ ” “Ten Theses on Politics,” Theory 
and Event 5, no. 3 (2001). For a recent analysis of the people that sets out 
from a Latin American context, see Paulina Ochoa Espejo, The Time of 
Popular Sovereignty: Process and the Democratic State (University Park: Penn 
State University Press, 2011). 

We can find a similar ambiguity in the English derivation: whereas the 
idea of a people as a unity appears in the thirteenth century, an alternate 
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